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ABSTRACT 
 
Kirsty Park 
Changing Spaces: Exploring the Role of the Internet in Supporting Non-Heterosexual 
Youth Aged 18 – 25 in Ireland 
 
This study used a sequential qualitatively driven design to explore non-heterosexual 
internet usage among 18-25 year olds in Ireland. Within the last decade there has been 
a growing body of research focusing on supporting sexual minority youth in Ireland and 
understanding their experiences, yet little is known about how they use the internet 
for support. Non-heterosexual youth can use the internet to access narratives and 
communities which previously would have required physical presence in geographical 
places. Considering the role that narrative plays within identity formation, the change 
this spatial shift has brought about in social relations offers the opportunity for a 
radical reshaping of both the development of identity and the opportunities for new 
types of identity to occur in places which they would be unlikely to occur in the past. 
This study has addressed the gap in literature by positioning a phenomenological sense 
of place at the centre of the analysis. Using a questionnaire with 126 participants along 
with 8 in depth narrative based interviews, the study found that non-heterosexual 
youth perceive the internet as highly valued for its supportive role in identity formation 
as well the ability to redefine norms and authenticate place for those who experience 
an absence of offline support.  
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1 INTRODUCTION 
Over the last decade, there has been an increased focus on research that addresses the 
support needs of non-heterosexual young people in Ireland (Cannon et al., 2013; 
Kelleher, 2009; Mannix-McNamara et al., 2013; Minton et al., 2008; Sarma and 
Psychol, 2007). Two large scale reports, Supporting LGBT Lives (Mayock et al., 2009) 
and LGBTIreland (Higgins et al., 2016a), have highlighted some of the particular issues 
that non-heterosexual youth are more likely to face and these reports have formed the 
basis of policy and developmental work addressing sexual minority needs within 
Ireland. This increased focus on supporting non-heterosexual youth is welcome, yet 
little is known about what role the internet plays in providing support, particularly for 
those who do not have access to physical support services or who do not find their 
friends and family supportive. One study of LGB youth in Ireland identified those most 
vulnerable as being those isolated from LGB support due to living in rural areas, those 
living in non-LGB friendly environments and those who are unsure of their sexual 
identity (Mannix-McNamara et al., 2013). As this study will show, those three 
characteristics are all impacted by internet usage, and yet, there is no Irish based 
research that explores this link and makes the findings applicable to those who work 
with non-heterosexual youth in Ireland. On the 11th of December 2016, the opening of 
the first LGBT resource centre on the entire west coast of Ireland made national news. 
Within the segment, news reporter Teresa Mannion states, “Amach LGBT Galway has 
a strong social media presence, and now there’s a physical safe space for people to drop 
by anytime” (RTÉ, 2016). As this statement highlights, online resources have been 
available to non-heterosexual youth in Ireland, even if offline resources have not been 
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available, yet little is known about what role these online resources play, particularly 
in that absence. 
The lack of research on this topic has implications for how young non-heterosexuals are 
characterised and how their experiences are understood. For example, a resource 
developed by the National Youth Council of Ireland to provide guidance about working 
with LGBT young people describes a period of isolation identified between when a 
young person becomes aware of their sexual identity and when they come out. They 
describe that, “During this time, young people have reported feeling invisible, feeling 
terrified of being found out and being treated in a negative manner” (Barron and 
Stephens, 2012, p. 21). While these feeling are certainly accurate, realistically, the 
opportunity for youth to access coming out information online indicates that this period 
is not one only characterised by isolation unless a young person finds support in a youth 
service or comes out. Evidence would suggest that the internet forms a critical resource 
during this in-between period of knowing about one’s sexual identity and coming out, 
particularly when it comes to accessing digital media (Alexander and Losh, 2010; Bond 
et al., 2009; Craig and McInroy, 2014; Wuest, 2014), yet a perception of how and why 
that might occur is entirely absent from this youth work resource. While youth workers 
may not necessarily use the internet to support youth, understanding the role the 
internet plays for young non-heterosexuals is an essential part of understanding their 
experiences. While international research already provides insight into this topic, the 
existence of research situated in Ireland makes a much stronger case for incorporating 
this knowledge in to the Irish sector. The need for contextual research is obvious when 
considering the importance of the two main Irish-based research studies on LGBT lives 
in Ireland (Higgins et al., 2016a; Mayock et al., 2009) and how these reports have played 
an important role in developing policy and practical interventions within Ireland. This 
study makes a similar contribution around the area of non-heterosexual internet usage 
by providing an analysis based in Ireland. Mary L. Gray has approached this topic with 
a similar question: 
 What happens to kids who read these online resources in places that don’t 
have the capacity to organize and coordinate with youth services and the 
broader infrastructure of support (Gray, 2009a, p. xiii). 
Gray’s approach is, as she states, much more political in nature. It focuses on queer 
identity work and a critique of the ways in which the LGBT movement has organised 
and positioned itself in respect to rural youth. While this study does address the role of 
LGBT organisations in supporting non-heterosexual youth, the focus here is less on 
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social movements and instead a larger focus is placed on understanding the process the 
internet itself plays in personal identity development and perceptions of online support. 
Additionally, the idea of a rural/urban divide is less prominent within this study, and 
instead, the focus is on the sense of place which characterises an individual’s physical 
social world, irrespective of whether that occurs in an urban or rural setting. Others 
have pointed out the connection and importance of understanding offline context when 
examining non-heterosexual internet usage (Craig and McInroy, 2014; DeHaan et al., 
2013; Downing, 2013; Gray, 2009a; Hillier and Harrison, 2007; Paradis, 2016), and the 
field of internet research more generally has encouraged an approach which 
acknowledges the importance of offline context (Baym, 2009; Jensen, 2011; 
Papacharissi, 2005; Slater, 2002). This study provides a useful original contribution to 
internet research about non-heterosexual youth through the extension of concepts 
about the interactivity between place, offline lives and internet usage as it applies to 
Ireland. Specifically, it addresses how non-heterosexual youth see their identity, what 
they find supportive online and how this information relates to their sense of place. It 
is also unique in that it focuses on a phenomenological concept of place as part of the 
analysis taken by exploring how a sense of place interacts with online support. The 
results themselves provide the first in-depth analysis of how the internet is used by 
non-heterosexual youth in Ireland as well as making an argument about how narrative 
engagement (Hammack and Cohler, 2009a) opportunities offered online can actually 
serve to authenticate place, the extension of a concept developed by Dodge and Kitchin 
(2003).  
1.1 Research Aims 
The research questions developed from an initial aim to understand more about how 
non-heterosexual youth use the internet for support in Ireland. Initially, physical 
geography was a key part of this as the intention was to examine differences based on 
geographical location, for example urban versus rural, or access to support services 
versus lack of access. However, during the literature review exploring the role of space 
and place, I encountered the field of human geography and the work that has been done 
on understanding how place functions on a social and personal level. This led to a 
change in focus as the goal became more about understanding the role the internet 
plays in supporting non-heterosexual youth as they deal with questions of identity, 
belonging and place, particularly for those who do not have access to the resources they 
need in the places where they live.  
The key questions addressed in this work are: 
Chapter 1: Introduction 
 
4 
 
1. What value do non-heterosexual youth in Ireland place on their internet usage? 
2. How do non-heterosexual youth use the internet for support in Ireland? 
3. How does the internet usage of non-heterosexual youth affect their sense of 
place? 
4. How does place influence the importance of internet usage for non-heterosexual 
youth in Ireland? 
Two additional sub-questions needed to be answered to address these research 
questions: 
1. How do non-heterosexual youth perceive their own self-identity and identity 
development? 
2. What support do non-heterosexual youth need? 
1.2 Definitions of Key Terms 
The term non-heterosexual is used here as a term to describe a general personal sense 
of identity as opposed to a specific identity label. There is no strict definition of this 
term, rather it depends on whether a participant considers themselves to be outside the 
norm of heterosexuality. The nuances of what this means and what assumptions it 
carries are further explored within Chapter 5.  
When referencing specific pieces of work that address certain populations, for example 
a study involving gay and lesbian youth or only bisexual youth, the exact terms used 
within that study are the terms used to describe it. This also applies to descriptions of 
specific contexts, for instance, when discussing sexual identity models, the word 
homosexual is often used as that word applies to the context those models were 
addressing. However, when drawing larger conclusions or applying the findings of 
others to this research, the term non-heterosexual will be used.  
1.3 Exclusion of Gender Identity 
The decision was made not to include gender identity as a specific object of inquiry in 
this study. This means that while those who are not cisgender, such as those who 
identify as transgender or a non-binary gender identity, were welcome to participate in 
the study and some did so, ultimately, they still had to meet the criteria of identifying 
as non-heterosexual to participate. While there is much to investigate regarding gender 
identity and the internet, including gender identity minorities would introduce a number 
of different dynamics and experiences that could potentially create a proposal larger than 
this project has the capacity to cover. While there is much overlap between gender and 
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sexual identity, I would agree with Herek et al. (2007), who state the following of their 
own work: 
Societal and individual reactions to transgender individuals warrant a 
separate treatment that fully explores the unique theoretical and empirical 
issues speciﬁc to stigma based on gender identity and gender-related 
behaviour (Herek et al., 2007, p. 174). 
 Additionally, I did not want to do a disservice to the needs of gender identity research 
by including transgender and non-cisgender identities for recruitment purposes, while 
prioritising sexual identity within the research itself.  
1.4 Methodology 
This study adopts a narrative based, phenomenological approach which considers the, 
"significance of cohort and context in the construction of identity" (Hammack and 
Cohler, 2009b, p. 12). It also utilises a qualitative sequential design in which two 
methods are used sequentially with the first stage of data collection and analysis 
directly informing the second stage (Morse, 2010, 2003). The first stage consisted of an 
online qualitatively focused questionnaire with both open ended and closed questions 
which had 126 valid responses. The second stage consisted of eight in-depth follow up 
interviews with participants from the questionnaire, designed to provide deeper context 
through analysing narrative. Typically, studies in this area which focus on mental 
health and support are based in psychology (Kelleher, 2009; Meyer, 1995; Savin-
Williams, 2001) so scholars seek to find solid evidence to quantify the presence of 
mental health issues and support through the survey measurements and sampling 
methods used. While this leads to very clear and actionable research, it can risk missing 
the human element of the individual lives involved. The focus of this study from the 
beginning has been to give a voice to the experiences and perceptions of non-
heterosexual youth themselves or a qualitative focus on, “elaborate description of the 
“meaning” of phenomena from the perspectives of the people or culture under 
examination" (Ridenour and Newman, 2008, p. 7). This study also takes a unique 
approach as it begins by developing an understanding of how non-heterosexual youth 
perceive their identity and what support needs they have, before applying an analysis 
of internet usage to those perceptions. The findings shed light on the ways in which 
non-heterosexual youth talk about their lives and how they see themselves. This 
approach is significant in three ways. Firstly, it allows for an exploration into whether 
non-heterosexual youth engage with particular narratives when discussing themselves. 
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Secondly, it lets the participants themselves shape what is typically defined for them. 
For example, instead of asking questions which define identity, mental health and 
support, the focus was continually on allowing the participants themselves to offer their 
perceptions of how they see their identity and wellbeing. Finally, the approach taken 
allows for an in-depth understanding of how the complexities of individual social 
environments shape the ways in which young people engage with online support.  
1.5 Chapter Outlines 
This research takes an interdisciplinary, largely qualitative approach and, as such, the 
literature review covers topics as diverse as identity development, narrative, mental 
health, human geography, conceptualisations of online and offline space, and empirical 
studies of non-heterosexual internet usage. This section provides an overview of each 
chapter.  
Chapter Two partly addresses methodological questions, but it also establishes a clear 
idea of how sexual identity and mental health are conceptualised and approached 
within this study. This chapter outlines a social constructionist view of sexual identity 
which prioritizes the importance of language and culture in defining what society 
typically understands as sexuality. The chapter explores the role that an essentialist 
view of sexual identity plays in popular culture. This leads into a discussion of sexual 
identity development models, the way in which language shapes modern non-
heterosexual identities and how online content changes the opportunities available for 
young people to explore their sexual identity. Finally, the chapter discusses controversy 
around current LGBT or non-heterosexual mental health research, drawing again upon 
the importance of language and narrative in shaping sexual identity.  
Chapter Three addresses the idea of space and how the internet transforms typical 
understandings of what space is. The first part of the chapter uses literature from the 
field of human geography to develop an understanding of space and place based on 
social relations. The second part takes this social definition of space and place and 
applies it to the internet and computer mediated communication. The chapter considers 
debates around whether that which occurs online is real and ties this into a discussion 
of online and offline identity. Finally, the chapter considers the idea of embodiment and 
establishes the importance of an approach which prioritises a sense of place and context 
when examining that which occurs online.  
Chapter Four outlines current research on the topic of non-heterosexual internet 
usage as it applies to this study. It begins by addressing perceptions towards young 
Chapter 1: Introduction 
 
7 
 
people’s internet usage and why they matter. It then looks at some of the types of 
support which have been found by others examining non-heterosexual internet usage 
and highlights research which has incorporated a combination of both online and offline 
concepts in their analysis. Finally, the chapter discusses some of the key contributions 
from others which have a direct impact on the study. 
Chapter Five outlines the chosen methodology and theoretical approach as well as the 
rationale and structure behind these decisions. It highlights some general 
considerations made before specifying the design, data collection and analysis steps 
taken for both the online questionnaire and the interviews. 
Chapter Six explores concepts around minority stress and support. An analysis of 
questionnaire data is presented which outlines the ways in which non-heterosexual 
youth conceptualise their sexual identity in both positive ways, classified as 
enrichment, and in negative ways, classified as stigma. This serves to both address 
debates around negative framing of mental health issues affecting non-heterosexual 
youth and to highlight the needs and opportunities which exist for non-heterosexual 
youth. The chapter then explores support needs and concludes that access to narratives 
and representation are particularly important resources along with social support. The 
conclusions are discussed considering their potential to shape the analysis of internet 
usage taken in the next chapter.  
Chapter Seven addresses how non-heterosexual youth use the internet using data 
from both stages of the study. It begins by discussing general trends highlighted within 
the questionnaire, emphasising the importance of categories of usage based in 
representations and informal learning. The central argument within this chapter is 
that through the process of narrative engagement and informal learning, the internet 
offers non-heterosexual youth the opportunity to challenge and redefine the limitations 
experienced in offline spaces. It focuses on some specific usages types which were 
considered important and discusses the ways in which the participants characterised 
and redefined online spaces.  
Chapter Eight explores the interaction between space, place and internet usage 
through the analysis and context found in the individual stories of seven research 
participants. Each participant’s story highlights a different aspect of how internet 
usage is influenced by material realities and a sense of place. The chapter identifies 
common narrative features found within each story, particularly each participant’s 
identification of protective factors and redefining norms. Finally, it argues that the 
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internet can assist in authenticating place, particularly for those who perceive an 
absence of offline protective factors.  
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2 IDENTITY, NARRATIVE AND 
MENTAL HEALTH 
2.1 Introduction 
This chapter explores the conceptualisation of identity and non-heterosexual identity 
which form a central part of this study. Giddens (2003) described his focus on identity 
as being less about psychology and more about understanding the new mechanisms of 
self-identity. In a similar way, while this chapter may touch on concepts of identity or 
mental health which are based in psychology, the overall focus is understanding how 
non-heterosexual self-identity is created and maintained through the communication 
of popular narratives and identity possibilities. As explored within this chapter, the 
narratives and possibilities for identity offered to non-heterosexuals has implications 
for community, identity labelling and mental health. Determining how sexual identity 
is understood within this study also has methodological implications.  
This chapter will explore what terms such as sexual identity or sexual orientation mean 
in contemporary discourse. Beyond that, it will examine the role that narrative, culture 
and space have in the construction of sexual identity and how these factors interact 
with mental health issues that have been identified among sexual minority youth. 
Before engaging with the specifics of non-heterosexual identity, it is worth reviewing 
some of the core concepts of identity which provide the background for this literature 
review. Goffman (1956) explored the ways in which identity is performed or 
situationally defined according to social expectations, while symbolic interactionism 
highlighted the importance of language and communication with others in constructing 
the self (Blumer, 1969). These early contributions helped to define an idea of identity 
which is firmly intertwined with the social. Giddens addresses self-identity within the 
backdrop of modernity, suggesting that identity is increasingly reflexively organised. 
He describes the self as needing “to be explored and constructed as part of a reflexive 
process of connecting personal and social change.” (2003, p. 33) This process is one 
which involves constantly reassessing information and personal biographical 
narratives. His concept of self-identity is particularly relevant within this study as he 
describes how our sense of “the world” is radically transformed by the transformation 
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of place, leading to a situation where, “’self’ and ‘identity’ are interrelated in a global 
milieu” (Giddens, 2003, p. 32). The combination of narrative reflexivity and the 
interplay between local and global social worlds creates the potential for diverse 
identity possibilities. Conversely, when addressing diverse identities, such as within 
this study, Giddens work highlights the importance of addressing narrative potential 
and the role of space and place.  
2.2 Understanding orientation, behaviour and identity  
In the mid nineteenth century the term sexuality evolved to mean, “the personalized 
sexual feelings that distinguished one person from another (my sexuality)” (Weeks, 
2009, p. 22). Culturally, this extends to the idea that one’s sexuality is one’s identity, 
creating a construct in which sexual identity forms a central and inescapable part of 
the self. Swiftly changing social landscapes have led to the emergence of the “sexual 
citizen”, or a new form of citizenship that takes previously private forms of sexuality 
and makes them a matter of importance and belonging, particularly to those previously 
marginalized due to their sexual practices (Weeks, 1998). Additionally, sex has evolved 
in importance as the concept of sexuality represents not only sexual preferences or 
behaviours but a fundamental truth about who we are (Foucault, 1978), what many 
consider to be a natural and core part of the self. As Savin-Williams (2006, p. 50) has 
observed, it is a recent phenomenon in which young people who experience same-sex 
attractions have “incorporated these attractions into their sense of self, publicly 
announced their attractions to friends and relatives, and formed a personal identity 
based on their attractions”. Additionally, Weeks (2009, p. 102) describes the 
development and adoption of the term ‘gay’ in Western cultures in the 1970s as “a new 
stage in the public expression of a positive personal identity”. 
Foucault (1978) transformed the study of sexuality by challenging the ‘production of 
sexuality’ and introducing the idea that sexuality is socially constructed. He argued 
that while the past may appear to be characterised by sexual repression, in fact, what 
developed was discourses around sexuality that exalted its importance. While sexuality 
may appear to be natural or pre-defined, Foucault believed that it is instead a product 
of these historical sexual discourses. For homosexuality in particular, Foucault (1978, 
p. 105) recognised the emergence of deviant sexualities as being the “psychiatrization 
of perverse pleasure”, a process within which certain sexual acts became attributed to 
abnormal deviant sexualities. So rather than simply being a sodomite who engages in 
sodomy, one is instead classified as a homosexual who engages in such acts due to his 
deviant sexuality.  The multitude of sexual expressions and identities seen within 
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ancient cultures point to the validity of Foucault’s analyses as they highlight the fact 
that sexuality can and has changed depending on context (Halperin, 1990). As others 
have pointed out, the social construction of sexuality thesis leads to the conclusion that 
heterosexuality is a modern construct that privileges heterosexuality as normal, while 
setting up homosexuality as the abnormal other (Katz, 1995; Weeks, 1986).  
There is also evidence of culture rooted in homosexual practices found in the past such 
as the use of Molly houses in Renaissance England (Bray, 1982) or the thriving gay 
culture documented in New York before the 1940’s (Chauncey, 1994). However, as 
Chauncey himself has documented, while there was a gay culture, there did not exist 
the same perception of a binary difference between homosexuality and heterosexuality, 
as the difference was more focused on masculinity and femininity. Language defines 
sexuality because it defines the sexual. Acts and thoughts become infused with sexual 
meanings through language and, consequently, humans learn these sexual scripts and 
learn what their culture considers to be sexual (Gagnon and Simon, 2005). Echoing 
Foucault’s work, Jeffrey Weeks goes as far as calling sexuality a “fictional unity” that 
“at some point in the future will not exist again” (Weeks, 2009, p. 24). This de-
stabalising of the language used to describe sexuality and particularly homosexuality 
is still relevant in the present day as scholars attempt to understand sexuality in a 
variety of contexts. For example, as Lancaster (1988) points out, using terms like 
homophobia or homosexual to describe the same-sex activity he observed in Nicaragua 
is inappropriate and not applicable to that cultural context. Essentially, in a case such 
as Lancaster’s research, employing his own popular cultural understanding of sexuality 
would have the potential to cloud the research with an unfounded bias. As the 
remainder of this chapter will show, the issue of how we define and use words such as 
sexuality, sexual identity or sexual orientation has a dramatic impact on research 
findings and their implications. 
Not all who have a same-sex orientation end up either reflexively constructing a sexual 
identity label which reflects that, while others may indicate that they do not have the 
same sexual orientation throughout their life-course. In many ways, this differs from 
the mainstream cultural narrative about sexuality which delivers a message that 
people who experience same-sex attractions are either gay or bisexual and if they do 
not identify as such then they must be ‘in the closet’. This cultural myth can make it 
harder to deliver definitive conclusions surrounding sexual minority health research. 
For example, as Savin-Williams (2001) points out, in many studies, sexual minority 
young people are classified by their sexual identity i.e. lesbian, gay, bisexual, rather 
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than their sexual attractions or behaviours. While this is not an unacceptable way to 
categorise people, it does refer to a “culturally defined sexual minority label” (Savin-
Williams, 2001, p. 5), and as such, it only represents a certain amount and type of 
sexual-minority youth. There is no ‘right’ way to determine who should participate in a 
study or what counts as ‘gay’, but there are important considerations involved in those 
decisions. Confusing identity with behaviour or orientation can have serious 
implications for research on topics like mental health, sexually transmitted infections 
or population counts, due to sampling errors, incorrect assumptions or solutions 
targeting the wrong groups.  
One issue is the changing nature of sexual orientation. Rather than being a static, 
essentialist state, variations in sexual orientation over time have been recorded in both 
gay men and women (Diamond, 2000; Kinnish et al., 2005).  A study of people in Ireland 
has found similar patterns of variance with same sex experiences occurring at a higher 
level than same-sex attraction, which in turn occurs more frequently than same-sex 
identity (Layte et al., 2006). Although the constraints given to identity within that 
study could be considered methodologically flawed as the definition given was limited 
to the labels of homosexual or bisexual, it still supports the idea that sexual identity, 
attractions and behaviours should not be grouped together in one homogenous category. 
Another issue is that an orientation towards love and sex do not always match. There 
are both men and women who may desire homosexual sex but heterosexual 
relationships. These combinations of alternating desires can lead to different identity 
labels, such as bisexual or queer, but they can also lead to no identity labelling or an 
assumption of heterosexuality (Adam, 2000; Diamond, 2003; Hewitt, 1998). This may 
not be problematic if the focus of a study is simply behaviour or orientation, for example 
the self-esteem of men who have sex with men. However, if the study is focused on more 
sociological or cultural issues, then this quickly becomes problematic. For example, if 
someone identifies as straight yet experiences occasional same-sex attractions do they 
belong in a study of LGBT mental health? If a researcher does choose to use a particular 
characteristic as their cut off point for defining homosexuality, then the question arises 
of, at what point does same-sex attractions or behaviour make someone gay? (Sell et 
al., 1995). To attribute a label of sexual identity to someone based on this is essentially 
allowing the researcher to determine what level of frequency of attraction or behaviour 
is enough to change someone from being classified as heterosexual to being classified 
as a specific identity label. It also causes difficulties when comparing research as what 
one study classifies as gay may be different from another.  
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Sexual identities also come with “social baggage”, for example expectations about how 
a lesbian dresses or what their cultural interests are. Refusing sexual identity labels 
can be a way of asserting freedom from this social baggage (Esterberg, 1997). It is 
possible for a person to be exposed to the idea of refusing to embrace a sexual identity 
and perhaps even to form some sense of community with others who are united in their 
lack of a labelled identity. This is an important distinction because it can describe very 
different states of being. Some may not label their sexual identity because they have 
not yet begun to explore or examine it, while others may choose not to label it because 
the process of exploring their identity has led to the conclusion that they do not require 
a label. Additionally, someone may define themselves as queer to describe their 
philosophical or political beliefs, or alternatively, someone may choose to not label 
themselves at all while being in a same-sex relationship. These types of nuances 
problematize using sexual identity labels as a form of research recruitment as well as 
characterising same-sex sexual activity or attraction as being a signpost for a specific 
sexual identity.  
One suggestion given to overcome these methodological issues is to abandon a general 
idea of sexual orientation and instead focus on the specific aspects which are necessary 
to the research question under consideration (Savin-Williams and Ream, 2007). It may 
be that there is no definitive answer to the question of how to create and measure a 
category of gay or non-heterosexual, yet understanding why there is no definitive 
answer to that question enables the creation of research methods which respond to the 
complexity of the issue and which are appropriate for the specifics of the study involved. 
The difference between sexual orientation, behaviour and identity is important to 
define, particularly as identity itself involves a specific set of constructs which are not 
present within orientation or behaviour.  
2.3 Essentialism and Popular Culture 
So far, this literature review has centred on a social constructionist perspective of 
sexuality and sexual identity. However, it would be wrong to assume that social 
constructionism is the dominant perspective within popular culture or the LGBTQA 
community. DeLamater and Hyde (1998, p. 11) define the three key assumptions 
underpinning essentialism as the beliefs that there are, “underlying true forms or 
essences", "a discontinuity between different forms rather than continuous variation" 
and "the absence of change over time". In the case of homosexuality, this would mean 
that there are distinct categories of homosexuality, bisexuality and heterosexuality, 
that these categories cannot blend together and that they exist constantly across time. 
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Attempts to isolate the cause of homosexuality to genetics is largely based in 
essentialism as it requires distinct states caused by biology. While an essentialist view 
of sexual orientation need not refer to sexual identity, this can be complicated by the 
fact that many who identify as lesbian, gay or bisexual may not necessarily see their 
sexual identity as existing separately to their sexual orientation.  
The essentialist point of view came to prominence in the early 90’s with the discovery 
of a link between the Xq28 genetic marker and homosexuality, dubbed the ‘gay gene’ 
within popular media (Hamer et al., 1993), although it was not found to be associated 
with homosexuality in females (Hu et al., 1995). Research around genetics address 
questions about the biological basis of sexual orientation, yet the rhetoric of 
essentialism has also been applied to sexual identity in a discourse prevalent within 
political activism and popular culture. Popular songs like ‘Same Love’ (Macklemore and 
Lewis, 2012), which features the lyrics, “I can't change, even if I tried, even if I wanted 
to”, or ‘Born this Way’ (Lady Gaga, 2011) have become anthems for both LGBT sexual 
identities as well as activist equality movements. While the social constructionist 
perspective has become dominant within academia, the essentialist perspective has 
grown among western gay communities, presumably because of the political necessity 
of asserting essentialism (Brookey, 2002; Epstein, 1998; Tygart, 2000). 
Interestingly, both essentialist and social-constructionist beliefs about homosexuality 
can be used both to justify anti-gay attitudes as well as to lobby for tolerance and 
increased rights. For example, those who advocate reparative therapies that aim to cure 
or change one’s homosexual orientation often do so by claiming that a homosexual 
orientation is due to psychological or emotional damage. Alternatively, for queer 
theorists the perceived fluidity of gender and sexuality is used to argue for a non-
heteronormative view of sexuality and gender in which sexual activity and identity are 
dynamic and endlessly open. The idea of choice, however, has become a battleground, 
with gay activists increasingly using essentialism to battle against anti-gay activists 
who delegitimise civil rights claims by relegating homosexual orientations to a mere 
lifestyle choice (Epstein, 1998; Whisman, 1996).  Denying this choice legitimizes 
homosexuality, yet it can also reinforce negativity surrounding homosexuality by 
suggesting that it is both inevitable and undesirable (Whisman, 1996). Thus, while 
affirming essentialism may work as a political strategy (Tygart, 2000), it can also cause 
a political argument to default to the idea that rights and protections should only be 
afforded to gay people because they are stuck that way.  
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While Brookey (2002) has identified the political motivation behind the embrace of 
essentialism, he also suggests, quite significantly, that essentialism represents a 
fundamental belief that many sexual minority people believe about themselves; that 
they did not choose their sexual orientation, therefore, it must be a natural part of 
themselves. The essentialist perspective assumes that sexual orientation is determined 
at a young age and that coming out is a process of accepting the identity which you 
already have (Kitzinger and Wilkinson, 1995) and this is something which may 
resonate with the personal narratives of many non-heterosexual people. Recalling 
arguments about the social construction of categories such as homosexual and 
heterosexual (Foucault, 1978; Halperin, 1990; Katz, 2003; Weeks, 1986) challenges the 
assumed truth of this dichotomy. While it is certainly possible that people are born with 
a predisposition towards a certain sexual orientation, it is highly unlikely that their 
identity and behaviours have not consequently been shaped by sociocultural factors. As 
Ortiz (1993) points out, if gay identity was simply the result of a sexual preference for 
the same-sex, then surely we would see its existence across both cultures and history. 
If anything, it could be argued that categories of sexuality and gender are becoming 
increasingly fluid.  
Halperin (1990) writes that early conceptualisations of deviant sexuality blurred the 
lines between gender roles and sex. When homosexuality was first introduced as a term 
it brought distinction between sex and gender and brought easy classification to sexual 
behaviour as either same-sex or “normal”. That has evolved further to bring about a 
variety of sexual and gender identities which further stress fluidity such as queer, 
genderqueer and pansexual. This is also evident in Ireland with the increasing profile 
and support of the transgender community as well as a wider acknowledgment of sexual 
identities outside of LGB. The Irish LGBT magazine GCN is one example, as they 
adopted the acronym of their original title, Gay Community News. In 2013, GCN 
published an opinion piece called “#LGBTSoup” which attacked the practice of adding 
letters to the LGBT acronym for additional identities (McGrattan, 2013). The article 
suggested instead that the term ‘gay’ should return as a catch all phrase. The backlash 
to this article was widespread and prompted the magazine to publish a reaction article 
from the Transgender Equality Network Ireland in their next issue (Giambrone, 2013). 
While the article highlights the desire by some for simplicity in the face of so many 
labels, the backlash highlights how LGBT culture itself in Ireland has embraced a 
wider sense of diversity. It may be the case that most people have not analysed their 
identity in a way which acknowledges the contradictions between essentialism and 
social constructionism. This idea of fluidity acts in opposition to essentialism as it 
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denies the need for both constancy and discontinuity which characterises essentialist 
beliefs (DeLamater and Hyde, 1998). While it may seem like a contradiction to some, a 
cultural movement now exists within pop culture regarding sexual identity which 
values both the essentialist, or ‘true self’, perspective on sexuality along with a fluid 
sense of labelling and identity that claims a person can be whoever they want to be.   
The discussion surrounding the conflation of sexual identity with behaviour and 
orientation eventually leads to the question, should homosexuality or other sexual 
identities centred on same-sex orientations be studied and recognised as distinct 
identities? As D’Emilio (1998, p. 248) points out distinct sexual identities, “have become 
less of a sexual category and more of a human identity”.  This widens the opportunities 
for studying sexual identity as an analysis could take a political, cultural, psychological 
or behavioural approach. Within the scope of social science it creates opportunities to 
examine how people assign meanings to their own sexual desires within the wider 
societal context of their lived experiences (Hammack and Cohler, 2009b).  
2.4 Stage Based Theories of Identity Development 
Erik Erikson (1968) pioneered ideas around psychosocial identity which have had a 
significant impact on the trajectory of identity development research. His work posited 
that identity development occurs over multiple stages throughout the lifespan and the 
adolescent stage was key to the formation of a healthy identity. Failure to develop a 
healthy identity resulted in an identity crisis or the adoption of a negative identity, 
which he associated with poor decisions and consequences. As well as popularising the 
importance of personal identity to a healthy life, Erikson’s work has resonated due to 
its ability to explain the anecdotal perspectives many have on youth development. 
Erikson’s ideas were further enhanced by the work of James Marcia (1966) who argued 
that rather than Erikson’s linear staged process, identity development among 
adolescents and young adults instead consists of non-linear states based on levels of 
commitment and exploration towards a chosen identity. Together these two theories 
provided the starting point for how adolescent identity has been understood and 
conceptualised within psychology.   
The work of Erickson and Marcia is relevant because it helps in understanding the 
development of theories of identity formation for non-heterosexuals. Early stage based 
models that examined homosexual identities such as those of Cass (1979), Coleman 
(1982), and Troiden (1989) were influential in establishing an expected trajectory for 
gay people. These models focused on specific stages that a gay person was likely to pass 
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through on the journey from self-realisation and coming out and to self-acceptance. 
While each author acknowledged some aspect of variation, influential social factors and 
non-linearity, on the whole their models give license to use linear, stage based models 
in dealing with gay youth (Eliason and Schope, 2007). Initial models applied to 
‘homosexuals’ which commonly referred to gay male identity, but since then other 
models have focused on specific sexual identities such as bisexual identity (Fox, 2003) 
or lesbian identity (Ponse, 1978). Opposition to stage based models has criticised both 
their linear nature and essentialist presuppositions as they are based on the idea that 
a person’s sexual orientation is a fixed state that will inevitably lead to a correlating 
fixed identity (Eliason, 1996; Horowitz and Newcomb, 2002; Savin-Williams, 2006).  
Another issue is empirical validation as ten out of 18 stage based theories analysed by 
Eliason and Schope (2007) were found to use no empirical validation. As Savin-Williams 
(2006) has pointed out, when the majority of the youth he has studied show little 
indication of following stage based models, then what is their value or accuracy? 
However, developmental theories are important because they allow those who provide 
support to those going through a process of establishing their sexual identity the 
opportunity to anticipate and understand issues that may arise during identity 
formation. Consequently, these stage based theories of sexual identity have been 
created and used primarily in the context of human services as they provide 
psychologists, social workers or public health workers with the tools they need to 
provide relevant interventions (Eliason and Schope, 2007). While these types of theories 
may not be as important in sociological discussions of sexual identity as they once were, 
the fact that they are a key part of approaches that involve mental health interventions 
make them relevant to this study.  
Two public health researchers, Eliason and Schope (2007) have compared the various 
sexual identity and linear based models of sexual identity formation to find common 
themes. They also considered the main critiques levelled at such models, such as the 
use of rigid labels, the social and cultural construct of various sexual identities and the 
fluidity evident within some people's experience of sexual identity. By incorporating 
these critiques but acknowledging the common themes, they presented a non-
prescriptive guideline for those seeking to provide interventions for LGBT youth, in 
other words, a thematic way to provide intervention rather than one which assumes 
certain developmental stages should or will occur. Their analysis is based on a 
conclusion which also forms the basis of the approach taken within this study that, 
“Identity formation is a lifelong process, rather than some discrete event with a clear 
beginning, middle, and endpoint.” (Eliason and Schope, 2007, p. 22) Key themes they 
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identified include exploration, described as “methods of identity comparison”, cultural 
immersion, disclosure, and authenticity, or the need to create a reality that feels 
aligned with one’s true self.  
Considering these four points and the questions that arise from them there is a strong 
case to be made that the internet is not just a new tool that non-heterosexuals can use 
during the process of identity formation but rather that it radically alters the potential 
experiences of non-heterosexuals by offering new spaces within which identity 
formation can occur. Exploration, cultural immersion, disclosure and authenticity can 
all potentially occur online, offline or through a combination of both. Increasingly, as 
networked online spaces become more intertwined with offline spaces, decisions must 
be made as how to navigate these themes when they affect and hold consequences 
within both domains as well as how intervention and support can take place within 
those spaces.  
2.5 Sexual Identity and Online Possibilities 
What occurs online further complicates what is meant by sexual identity. Particularly 
in the context of this study, why would the internet even make any difference to sexual 
identity? As this section will show, the internet radically alters the opportunities for 
exploration of sexual identity, but perhaps more importantly, it also offers a greater 
ability to connect with narratives of sexual identity that can be applied to one’s own 
life. Central to a concept of personal sexual identity is narrative and the power of 
discourse to shape both identity development and social movements based on those 
identities. Giddens (2003, p. 54) has said, “"A person's identity is not to be found in 
behaviour nor - important though this is - in the reactions of others, but in the capacity 
to keep a particular narrative going". Similarly, Ken Plummer (1995) has written about 
the mainstream emergence of sexual stories in modern society. From talk shows to 
magazines to internet forums, what once was private or at least shared in limited 
settings, is now part of public discourse found across all types of media and audiences. 
One such type of sexual story is that of the coming out story. Coming out is now 
commonly understood as a rite of passage for gay people, even if all people do not feel 
the need to come out. Plummer (1995) describes the coming out story as taking on the 
significance of a metamorphosis. Initially, it starts off with the suffering characterised 
by the “frustrated, thwarted and stigmatised desire” of same-sex attractions. It then 
leads to a self-interrogation of the past, looking for causes and memories, and 
reinterpreting one’s own narrative. The process of coming out provides a “a crisis, a 
turning point, an epiphany” that eventually results in the emergence of a new self and 
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a new identity which has been forged from the initial “discovering of a truth” about 
oneself (Plummer, 1995, p. 52). The coming out story is particularly relevant because it 
is so recent. For most of the 1900’s while there was a growing homophile movement, it 
was still quite rare to find self-identified homosexuals and rarer still to hear their 
coming out stories (Plummer, 1995). By the end of the 1900’s the LGBTQ movement 
and its self-identified sexuality was firmly established as existing within both society 
and the media, although it may not always have been accepted, and with it, the coming 
out story has become known as an essential part of having an LGBT identity. In 
examining the significance of this, Plummer (1995) points to a relationship in which a 
coming-out narrative allows a person to engage with a community, but it also helps to 
define that community. As the LGBTQ movement grew, the coming out story provided 
an opportunity to be part of that movement, to reconfigure what may have felt like quite 
a stigmatised life into a new identity within a new community. This process of forming 
a new identity does not occur independently of the surrounding culture, but instead is 
fuelled by stories and narratives. The coming out story serves as one example of how 
culture and identity are developed in tandem, particularly when it comes to sexual 
identity (Hammack and Cohler, 2009b). Meeker goes as far as crediting a 
communications technology revolution as a catalyst for “identity formation, community 
building, geography making, and social movement organizing” which led towards “a 
homosexual identity forming into a collective sense of itself” (Meeker, 2006, p. 9). He 
argues that technology is so important because the process of connecting with others is 
more central to the process of identity development than coming out. This does not 
mean that culture created the concept of a homosexual identity, but rather that a 
culture and community emerged from the collective organising of those who 
experienced same-sex attractions. A key part of establishing this culture is found in the 
language used to describe the culture itself. An example of this can be seen in how 
Giddens describes the use of the word gay to signal self-description as, “An example of 
that reflexive process whereby a social phenomenon can be appropriated and 
transformed through collective engagement” (Giddens, 1992a, p. 14). However, 
language does not just describe, it also offers tools for the construction of meaning. The 
language used to describe sex offers possibilities by allowing a vision of identities, lives 
and cultures against which a person can compare themselves (Weeks, 2009). The 
concept of convergence is significant here as media producers and consumers are 
participants in an emerging culture which represents "a cultural shift as consumers are 
encouraged to seek out new information and make connections among dispersed media 
content" (Jenkins, 2006, p. 3). For example, an LGBT online message board, YouTube 
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channel or online movie each offer exposure to discourses of sex and sexual identity. 
This allows those who consume such content the opportunity to either incorporate or 
not incorporate such language into their own sense of identity, even if they have yet to 
encounter such language in their day to day life. Communities do not necessarily have 
to depend on physical or even virtual proximity. Benedict Anderson (2006) coined the 
term 'imagined community' as an explanation for nationalism. He argues that an 
imagined community occurs when people imagine a collective or community of people 
who share a set of similar beliefs as well as comradeship, essentially with people that 
they have never met. He also suggests that the power of the imagined community has 
evolved using print media and capitalism as newspapers and other publications further 
allowed people to buy into the idea of shared national experiences as they can read and 
discuss topics which are being read and discussed by others within the nation. Pullen 
(2007) has taken the concept of imagined communities and applied it to sexuality as he 
describes the imagined gay community as one bound by a mutual sense of shared 
experiences and values. Media and the new forms of storytelling it offers, provide the 
necessary tools for the imagined gay community to exist even among those who do not 
have access to their own physical gay community. Similarly, Mary L. Gray (2009b, 
2009a) describes her own experience of finding a physical community of queers within 
which she found her own sense of self. She alternates this experience with that of a 
research participant who says she “found [her] true identity online” by accessing 
content describing bisexual experiences, or as she put it discovering “what words even 
made sense”(Gray, 2009b, p. 1164). Borrowing from Halberstam’s (2005) definition of 
realness, Gray uses the term “queer realness” to describe the search for authentic 
representations of identity among rural queer youth who do not find such 
representations in their communities, daily lives or mass media representations. 
Describing a variety of online spaces and websites, Gray (2009a, p. 127) characterises 
those which form a genre of queer realness as having “moments of storytelling that 
transform how rural youth think and talk about their identities”. The concepts of queer 
realness and imagined gay communities touch on the transforming importance of 
narrative and culture for sexual identity formation. Narrative and culture essentially 
create the potential for sexual identities which become accessible options of self-identity 
to those who access those cultures or narratives. While narrative and culture have 
always been a key part of this process, the Internet expands the possibilities of how and 
where this can occur, particularly when it comes to the boundaries of physical space 
and anonymously accessing non-heterosexual themed content.  
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2.6 Mental Health 
The area of LGBT mental health has evolved from one of pathologising LGBT identity 
to understanding why mental health issues appear to occur at higher rates among 
LGBT people. An early contribution to this thinking came from Marmor who wrote: 
In a society like ours where homosexuals are uniformly treated with 
disparagement or contempt—to say nothing about outright hostility—it 
would be surprising indeed if substantial numbers of them did not suffer 
from an impaired self-image and some degree of unhappiness with their 
stigmatized status. … It is manifestly unwarranted and inaccurate, 
however, to attribute such neuroticism, when it exists, to intrinsic aspects 
of homosexuality itself. (Marmor, 1980, p. 400 as cited in Meyer (2003)) 
Similarly, Grossman (1997) used Goffman’s work on stigma (1986) to argue that the 
negative experiences of LGB youth can be attributed to the difficulties of living with a 
‘spoiled identity’. Meyer (1995) drew from much of the research surrounding minority 
identities, discrimination, stress models and mental health issues and introduced the 
minority stress model as a way of explaining the higher prevalence of mental illness 
among LGBT people.  Meyer suggested that additional stress from being a sexual 
minority formed minority stressors such as internalized homophobia, stigma and 
experiences of violence or discrimination. He suggested that this minority stress causes 
higher incidences of distress and consequently higher incidences of mental health 
issues.  
The minority stress hypothesis has been widely accepted within Ireland appearing as 
a central concept in a number of Irish based LGBT mental health research writings 
(Higgins et al., 2011; Kelleher, 2009; Mannix-McNamara et al., 2013; Mayock et al., 
2009) While being gay or lesbian may be arguably more acceptable in Irish society than 
it used to be, that does not necessarily mean that there are no longer stressors attached 
to being a sexual minority. The concept of microaggressions has been used to 
characterise the negative experiences that sexual minorities may still encounter in a 
more tolerant, yet still subtly homophobic society. Initially used within the context of 
racism (Pierce et al., 1977) and more recently popularised by Sue (2010), the concept of 
microaggressions describes “brief and commonplace daily verbal, behavioral, or 
environmental indignities, whether intentional or unintentional, that communicate 
hostile, derogatory, or negative slights and insults toward members of oppressed 
groups” (Nadal, 2008, p. 23).  A study of microaggressions specific to LGB youth found 
that such microaggressions included use of heterosexist terminology,  
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discomfort/disapproval of LGBT experience and denial of the reality of heterosexism 
(Nadal et al., 2011). While these microaggressions are not overt or malicious, they do 
serve to reinforce prejudice and cause minorities to feel othered.  
The LGBTIreland (Higgins et al., 2016a) report found that 75% of those surveyed 
experienced verbal abuse, while 21% had experienced physical violence, down from 80% 
and 25% respectively in the 2009 results (Mayock et al., 2009). Additionally, 48% had 
experienced homophobic bullying at school and 67% had witnessed homophobic 
bullying towards other students (Higgins et al., 2016a). LGBT young people in Ireland 
have previously been found to use drugs at a higher rate than other young people 
(Sarma and Psychol, 2007) and the LGBT Lives report found that depression, self-harm 
and problem drinking were commonly associated with minority stress in the lives of 
LGBT people in Ireland (Mayock et al., 2009).  
As well as being a prominent feature in discourse around LGBT youth internationally, 
suicide has also been recognised as a serious risk for LGBT youth in Ireland. An 
Oireachtas report on suicide in Ireland from 2006 used a statistic taken from a study 
from New Zealand (Fergusson et al., 1999) to state that those with a same-sex sexual 
orientation were 6 times more likely to engage in suicidal behaviour (Joint Committee 
on Health and Children, 2006). The National Office for suicide prevention has 
recognised this higher risk of suicide among LGBT people and has supported the work 
of the Gay and Lesbian Equality Network since 2009, followed by the work of Belong 
To shortly after (National Office for Suicide Prevention, 2012). Primary research within 
Ireland has also found that a third of LGBT youth aged 25 or under in Ireland had 
thought about suicide within the previous year (Mayock et al., 2009) and 69% of those 
aged 14 – 18 had seriously thought about ending their own lives with 15 being the most 
common reported age for this occurrence (Higgins et al., 2016a). 
However, the assumption that sexual minority youth face higher levels of mental health 
issues and suicide has not gone unquestioned. Savin-Williams (2005) has levelled some 
of the strongest critiques toward traditional mental health analyses in his research 
surrounding sexual minority youth. He particularly critiques the first waves of studies 
relating to gay adolescence for setting a precedent of using poor sampling techniques 
and a biased expectation of mental health issues. In particular he criticises the first 
study into gay adolescence for using a sample comprising of vulnerable males, some of 
whom were prostitutes (Roesler and Deisher, 1972). He contends that the results of this 
study became the starting point for a focus on mental health issues among the second 
study of gay youth (Remafedi, 1987) which in turn led to the development of support 
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services for vulnerable gay youth. He further argues that the development of these 
support services provided an easier sampling source for those seeking to study gay 
youth, which led to studies using a sampling bias of gay youth who felt the need to seek 
support in order to study the level of support required by gay youth.  
Savin-Williams’ belief is that this has led to a tendency to focus on negative experiences 
and mental health issues as opposed to positive experiences of developing resiliency. 
He further argues that this creates an assumptive stereotype of vulnerability, or a 
“suffering suicidal script” which is not representative of sexual minority youth (Savin-
Williams and Ream, 2003). Similarly, Talburt (2004) has described a “narrative of 
victimization” which paints LGBT youth as either martyrs, victims or targets. Echoing 
the embrace of essentialism discussed earlier in this chapter, Talbert believes that this 
narrative makes people feel that acknowledging their own agency in their sexuality 
means they must have chosen the pain or suffering they have experienced. He also 
expresses concern that young people may see themselves as victims or avoid coming out 
if they do not see themselves that way or do not want to see themselves that way. They 
believe this has created a narrative of suffering in which LGBT youth in Ireland are 
framed “in terms of their vulnerability to bullying, their experiences of homophobic or 
transphobic violence, and their ‘atriskness’ for depression, self-harm and suicidality” 
(Bryan and Mayock, 2016, p. 67). The LGBT Lives report has been widely cited and 
promoted in national media, government debates and in resources for schools and 
support services (Bryan and Mayock, 2016, 2012). Both journal articles from Bryan and 
Mayock highlight the dangers of mischaracterising their findings in the LGBT Lives 
report and promoting a narrative of vulnerability, but neither of these contributions 
have become part of the public policy discourse around sexual minority health in 
Ireland.  
While this study is not a psychology or mental health based study, this discussion has 
important ramifications when considered within the context of narrative and the social 
construction of sexual identity. Narratives which emphasize vulnerability and 
negativity are potentially dangerous as young people who are exploring identity options 
may potentially see vulnerability as an inevitable conclusion for them (Russell and 
Bohan, 2000). Cover (2016, 2013) also emphasises this when he suggests that the It 
Gets Better campaign may promote a culturally produced “resigned expectation” that 
suicide is normal and even expected, despite the improvements in queer representation 
and rights over the last few decades. Additionally, he is concerned that such narratives 
create the impression of a current “unliveable” life which will only get better or 
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“liveable” in the future. When explaining the importance of sexual stories, Plummer 
(1995) retells the story of a young man who talks about the negative impacts that his 
sexual identity has had on his life. The man questioned afterwards why he spoke about 
and framed his experiences so negatively considering that he felt his experiences were 
predominantly positive. The man concluded that when speaking about his sexuality, he 
had naturally drawn from the public language that he had learned from resources 
which pathologised gay sexuality and framed it as something which carries negative 
consequences (Originally Bergman, 1991; retold by Plummer, 1995). This story 
highlights the issues around narrative availability and the impact it can have upon 
mental health. It is also possible that exposure to negative narratives and minority 
stress may overlap. For example, men with higher levels of internalized homophobia 
tend to have more fatalistic attitudes towards their chances of becoming HIV positive, 
which in turn increases their HIV risk (Yi et al., 2010). Given this, it is feasible that a 
similar situation could arise with a sexual minority young person who experiences high 
levels of minority stressors and is exposed to a narrative that projects suicide and 
suffering.   
The second part of Savin-Williams critique relates to sampling. Savin-Williams believes 
that when taken as part of a larger group that incorporate sexual attractions and 
behaviour regardless of identity, sexual minority youth are not at a higher risk of 
mental illness or suicide (Savin-Williams, 2006, 2001). He has also critiqued a tendency 
for studies to use small-scale, non-representative samples of self-identified youth 
(Savin-Williams, 2006, 2001). However, there is considerable disagreement within the 
literature on this issue. With regards to labelling, a study comparing suicide risk that 
used both sexual identity and sexual behaviour as definitions for identity found that 
while there were differences based on the definition used, overall, sexual minority 
youth still exhibited higher suicide risks than heterosexual youth (Stone et al., 2014). 
In his review of suicide and sexual-minority youth, Russell (2003) also counters Savin-
Williams’ critiques by pointing out that numerous studies have been conducted that 
use a variety of sampling methods and methodologies, the findings of which show that 
sexual minority youth do experience a higher risk of suicide. He also claims that Savin-
Williams has attempted to “trivialize suicidal ideation and the mental health needs of 
sexual minority youth (particularly those who identify as gay or lesbian)” (Russell, 
2003, p. 1247). An Irish study that utilised a representative, population based sample 
of youth aged 19 -24 in North Dublin City found that those who had a minority sexual 
orientation were at higher risk of mental ill-health than those that did not (Cannon et 
al., 2013). The report also found that sexual minority youth were 4 times more likely to 
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have a diagnosable mental disorder, 7 times more likely “to have experienced suicidal 
ideation, have engaged in suicidal acts or experienced a mood disorder” and 10 times 
more likely to have deliberately self-harmed (Cannon et al., 2013, p. 33). 
Savin-Williams’ work is controversial as it often contradicts the generally accepted 
viewpoint on LGBT mental health. For example, he has criticised the acceptance of the 
minority stress model as an explanation for differences in mental health among 
heterosexual and non-heterosexual men (Savin-Williams et al., 2010). This criticism 
provoked a reaction from Meyer (2010) who perceived the rejection to be based on a 
false assumption that the minority stress hypothesis pathologises gay youth. However, 
I would suggest that the opposing perspectives offered by Savin-Williams and Meyers 
can be found within the theoretical model for examining health promotion proposed by 
Margaret Barry (2001). Her model draws a distinction between the work of prevention, 
which focuses on preventing specific mental health issues by identifying and combating 
risk factors, and health promotion, which focuses on fostering strong mental health 
through building qualities such as resiliency. These opposing perspectives, defined by 
a positive or negative focus, are present within the conflict between Savin-Williams and 
Meyers and it is possible that both perspectives are necessary, combating and drawing 
attention to issues which lead to negative health outcomes while simultaneously 
promoting resiliency and fostering strong mental health.  
The modern approach to understanding mental health and sexual orientation has 
moved away from viewing sexual orientation itself as a risk factor and focused on the 
individual factors that put non-heterosexual youth at a greater risk of suffering from 
mental health issues. Russell (2003) further encourages researchers to move beyond 
risk and instead address protective factors which he describes as, “examining not 
simply the opposite of risk factors but characteristics that promote health and well-
being” (ibid, 2003, p. 1249). Using a “resiliency perspective”, Mustanski et al. (2011b) 
found that social support acts as a protective factor against psychological distress, with 
peer support showing higher levels of protection than family support. Similarly, 
Eisenberg and Resnick (2006) state that if protective factors, such as family 
connectedness, adult caring and school safety, were increased for LGB youth it is 
possible that their suicide rates would be similar to those of non-LGB youth. Comparing 
sexual minority youth who do experience suicidal ideation or attempts with those who 
do not reveals differences in risk factors such as childhood gender-atypical behaviour 
(D’Augelli et al., 2005), more feminine gender roles for men (Remafedi et al., 1998) and 
higher levels of both generic life stressors like low self-esteem and gay-related stressors 
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(Savin-Williams and Ream, 2003) Other factors identified as being mental health 
determiners among sexual minority youth are self-esteem (Grossman and Kerner, 
1998), familial acceptance or rejection (Ryan et al., 2009a), school victimisation 
(Bontempo and D’Augelli, 2002) and the absence of supportive social environments 
(Hatzenbuehler, 2011)  Experiencing a prejudiced-related stressful life event has even 
been associated with poorer physical health in LGB populations (Frost et al., 2013). 
Rather than pathologising non-heterosexual youth, the minority stress model, 
combined with a focus on resilience, might provide both an assessment of risk that aids 
in prevention as well as a the identification and promotion of protective factors to foster 
positive mental health.  
In the Irish context, the LGBT Lives study (Mayock et al., 2009) does reveal examples 
of resilience discourse as interviewees spoke about moving on and developing new ways 
of thinking about themselves and their experiences. In addition, it found that support 
from sources such as friends, family, LGBT support services and positive environments 
such as school or workplace helped to foster resilience (Bryan and Mayock, 2012; 
Mayock et al., 2009). Conversely, a HSE report identified a number of health issues 
affecting LGBT people in Ireland such as isolation experienced by LGBT youth as well 
as a lack of services across the country with many rural areas having no local LGBT 
support services (HSE LGBT Health sub-committee, 2009). In addition, a study in the 
mid-west of Ireland among 13-25 year olds who are LGB found that those most 
vulnerable to negative health consequences are those in rural areas who are isolated 
from LGB support, those living or working in non-LGB friendly environments and those 
who are not yet sure what their sexual identity is (Mannix-McNamara et al., 2013) The 
most common age that an LGBT person becomes aware of their sexual orientation in 
Ireland is 12 and the most common age to tell someone is 16 (Higgins et al., 2016a). 
Interventions relating to mental health and support are vital for young people and 
overcoming issues such as isolation and lack of rural services has become an important 
issue for LGBT organisations. Based on the national youth organisation Belong To’s 
website (Belong To, 2018), out of 26 counties in the Republic of Ireland, 17 have LGBT 
youth groups running and out of those 17 only 3, Dublin, Wexford and Wicklow have 
groups running in multiple locations within the county. There is also a large absence of 
groups in the midlands. Even small distances can make a big difference when it comes 
to accessing services. For example, the absence of night buses from Dundalk to 
Drogheda prevents those without access to a car from attending the Dundalk 
Outcomers drop in service for 18-25 year olds despite being in the same county and only 
living a 30 minutes’ drive away. This example continues among other locations the 
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Outcomers has a remit for such as the towns of Monaghan or Ardee as well as many 
smaller villages and rural areas. For those who live in areas which they do not perceive 
as supportive, access to support services can form a critical part of developing 
resiliency.  
 In terms of this research project, the overall aim is to discover whether, to what extent 
and how the internet contributes towards supporting mental health of young non-
heterosexual people, but the focus is not specifically on avoidable risks or prevention 
and so the health promotion perspective will be more useful within this context. 
Additionally, considering Savin-Williams critique of creating a stereotype of 
vulnerability, it is important that negative mental health perspectives are not projected 
onto research participants during the research. While it may indeed be the case that 
participants have suffered negative mental health effects because of their sexual 
orientation or identity, the questions need to be presented in a way that acknowledges 
that this is not expected of participants. A study (Meyer et al., 2011) that asked LGB 
participants what their life would be like without homophobia, racism and sexism is 
particularly revealing as their answers formed one of three types of narratives. The 
first two narratives, ‘lost possibilities’ and ‘safety and acceptance’, point to ways in 
which participants felt prejudice hinders both their past and present. The third 
narrative was called positive marginality and it can be seen in those who felt that “the 
self that resulted from confronting homophobia, racism, and sexism over a lifetime is 
the self they cherish” (Meyer et al., 2011, p. 210). Participants exhibiting the third 
narrative described ways in which their experiences have made them better, more 
compassionate people. The study highlights the complexity that comes with studying 
sexual minority identities as a tendency to overemphasise either the positive or 
negative may misrepresent the reality of individual people’s lives and experiences. The 
critiques of Savin-Williams do highlight the need to focus on sexual minority youth who 
may not identify as LGBT. They also highlight the dangers, from a researcher’s 
perspective, of focusing on minority stress to such an extent that positive aspects of 
resiliency are overshadowed by negative experiences and assumptions of vulnerability. 
In addition, Cohler and Hammack (2007), have identified the two major narratives 
which young people embrace as either a “struggle and success” narrative or an 
“emancipation” narrative. A struggle to success narrative sees those with a minority 
identity as victims to homophobia and prejudice which they can then overcome through 
engaging with a larger community and identity to achieve a happier, more successful 
future, or a “a triumphant model of resilience in a heterosexist world” (Cohler and 
Hammack, 2007, p. 49). The other is an emancipation narrative based on the critiques 
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of those such as Savin-Williams (2006, 2001) who claim that a post-gay culture and 
increasingly fluid ideas of sexual identity have led to a generation of young people for 
whom it would be inaccurate to characterise as struggling or suffering as a result of 
their identity. An emancipation narrative reflects the idea that someone can 
emancipate themselves from the constrains and struggles of automatically adopting an 
LGBT identity to survive, for example, by seeing their sexual identity as 
inconsequentially as most heterosexuals do. Cohler and Hammack (2007) attributed 
the fact that different researchers have found either an emancipation or a struggle and 
success narrative to the importance of context and the changing “master narrative” of 
identity which will differ according to context such as geography, peer environment or 
the political and social culture of where people live. This perspective suggests that 
rather than there being one right way to characterise non-heterosexual youth, there is 
a need to acknowledge the specific context of the youth being discussed. Within this 
study, this specifies a need to understand the context that accompanies being non-
heterosexual in Ireland. It also suggests being open minded when evaluating the role 
of narrative, as a lack of previous Irish research on the topic means there is not yet a 
clear answer about how non-heterosexual youth in Ireland characterise themselves and 
what master narratives this draws from.  
 
2.7 Intersectionality 
It is worth acknowledging the fact that non-heterosexuality is negotiated within a 
different social and cultural reality for each individual, and this is inevitably tied with 
other aspects of their identity or communities. The theory of intersectionality was first 
used to discuss how feminism could not be understood separately from race as one’s 
race inevitably intersects with their experience of being a woman (Crenshaw, 1989). 
Intersectionality has grown to provide a useful construct for understanding how factors 
such as class, gender, race or sexuality are overlapping rather than distinct or, “the 
embodiment in theory of the real-world fact that systems of inequality, from the 
experiential to the structural, are interdependent” (Warner and Shields, 2013, p. 804). 
An example of this can be found in a study of mental health and suicidality among 
adolescents in the United States. They found that sexual minority youth were at a 
higher risk of suicide than heterosexuals, yet the levels of  risk varied based on both 
sex and race/ethnicity (Bostwick et al., 2014). The nuances within this study again 
highlight the specificity of intersectional experiences as they found that while female 
sexual minority youth fared worse than males on many outcomes, black sexual minority 
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females fared better than white sexual minority males and females, while black sexual 
minority males fared worse than all the aforementioned. The authors note that 
intersectionality isn’t simply additive, but that it introduces complexity as the resulting 
interaction of various identities and backgrounds could introduce additional protective 
factors as well as risk factors, along with a specific set of cultural expectations that add 
their own dynamic. An example of this within the Irish context can be seen within the 
travelling community, a recognised ethnic group within Ireland. Irish travellers face 
significant discrimination within Ireland and show extremely high unemployment 
rates, lower education rates and wide health disparities such as suicide compared with 
the general population (Watson et al., 2016). Additionally, the travelling community is 
typically characterised by a culture which the LGBT Pavee support group describes as 
an “emphasis on ‘traditional’ gender roles, and the ‘nuclear family,’ procreation and 
conservative religious values” (LGBT Pavee, n.d.). A representative from LGBT Pavee, 
a traveller support group, described the interplay of issues faced by LGBT travellers.  
LGBT Travellers are a minority within a minority. There’s complicated 
cultural expectations on both sides. There is the duality between being a 
traditional Catholic Traveller and also being aware of your LGBT side. But 
then on the other hand, many of the services for Irish LGBT people have 
never thought about the needs of Traveller LGBT people. (Oein De 
Bhairdúin in GCN, 2016)  
To sufficiently understand the experience of a non-heterosexual traveller would require 
not just an understanding of non-heterosexuality and mental health, but also how their 
ethnic background shapes their experience of non-heterosexuality. A protective or risk 
factor may also change through the lens of intersectionality, for example a study of 
familial acceptance, which is a protective factor, found that specific types of families, 
namely Latino, immigrant, religious or those with low-socioeconomic status, were less 
likely to be accepting (Ryan et al., 2010). The researchers point out that this is not a 
reflection of the identities of the non-heterosexual family members but rather a 
reflection of the family type and the associating traits it carries, such as religious 
families operating from a specific religious cultural understanding of sexuality. While 
this PhD research is more phenomenological in nature, and so is not looking to 
categorise participants based on identifying factors such as ethnicity or socioeconomic 
status, it is important to be cognisant of the fact that the process of identity 
development does occur within an individual context, but that this context may indeed 
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be shaped by other cultural or personal identities which add additional complexity and 
sometimes additional difficulty.  
2.8 Irish Context 
The final section of this chapter will address the Irish context regarding LGBT rights, 
the LGBT community and non-heterosexuality. The Republic of Ireland has seen a 
dramatic transformation in both legislation and public attitudes towards 
homosexuality and LGBT rights in the last few decades. One explanation for this is 
that Ireland’s involvement with the European Union has led to an openness of border 
and laws, along with an increase in wealth that has allowed LGBT rights to flourish 
(Conrad, 2001).  The transformation in LGBT rights is often interpreted in the light of 
wider transformation away from religion and social conservatism in Irish politics and 
society (Elkink et al., 2017).  
Like many other Western countries, Ireland began to develop an identity based gay and 
lesbian movement in the years following the Stonewall Riots in the United States. The 
early 70’s saw numerous small groups formed to start advocating for gay rights in 
Ireland, such as the Sexual Liberation Movement, the Irish Gay Rights Movement, and 
the Campaign for Homosexual Law Reform. David Norris, a university lecturer who 
was involved with each of these groups, spearheaded a campaign against Ireland’s laws 
against homosexuality. He argued that Ireland’s law against buggery, which was 
carried over from English law after Ireland achieved independence, should be 
discounted as it was inconsistent with Ireland’s Constitution. He initially lost this 
campaign in 1983, with the Supreme Court citing the “Christian nature of our State 
and on the grounds that the deliberate practice of homosexuality is morally wrong” 
(Norris v. A.G. [1983] IESC 3; [1984] IR 36, 1983). It took another ten years and a 
judgement from the European Court of Human Rights for Ireland to decriminalise 
homosexuality in 1993. In comparison with the United Kingdom, who decriminalised 
homosexuality in 1967, Ireland was very delayed in making this change, which again 
should be considered in light of religious and conservative norms. For example, Ireland 
did not permit the sale of contraception until 1980, and it required a prescription until 
1985, while divorce was not permitted until 1996, following an extremely tight 
referendum the year before, with a previous referendum on the issue having been 
defeated in 1986.  
In the years prior to decriminalisation there was an active LGBT movement with gay 
pride, resource centres and magazines all developing, although it was initially much 
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more focused around gay males and later lesbian women. In 1979, the Hirschfield 
Centre in Dublin city was the first lesbian and gay venue in Ireland and prominent 
Irish activist Tonie Walsh describes how the centre served as a safe space. 
“The original imperative was to address the non-provision of services for the 
gay community. We created our own rule book. Those spaces enabled us to 
have conversations to empower ourselves. The value is one of bars and clubs 
being safe spaces. Once you create those safe spaces, you can dissuade 
yourself from the prejudices.” (Tonie Walsh quoted in Mackin, 2016) 
This type of community driven safe space in an urban environment is a typical example 
of the function that cities have traditionally served in gay communities, a role that has 
been significantly challenged in more recent years (Brown, 2008).  
Similar to Stonewall, Ireland also had a key moment which served to galvanise activism 
and push for greater societal acceptance. In 1982, Declan Flynn, a gay man, was 
murdered in Fairview Park, a known meeting spot for gay men. A gang of young men 
had been regularly targeting and beating gay men in the park before the murder and 5 
of them, aged 14 – 19, were charged for the murder. Despite admitting to the murder 
and previous instances of violence against gay men all 5 were given suspended 
sentences. The leniency of the sentencing gave rise to public and political debate 
culminating in a march against homophobic violence in Dublin city. The 80s and 90s 
were characterised by various moments and tensions of both prejudice and tolerance, 
while post-decriminalisation it was easier for politicians to show their support of the 
LGBT community in Ireland (Ferriter, 2009). Throughout the 2000’s NGO’s such as 
TENI (Transgender Equality Network Ireland) and GLEN (Gay and Lesbian Equality 
Network) received funding from the Atlantic Philanthropies Fund while national youth 
organisation Belong To initially started due to funding from the Department of 
Education. Diarmaid Ferriter (2009) highlights the extent of the change over a few 
decades by describing how Tonie Walsh asked an 18 year old when he had come out 
only to receive the answer, “Darling, I was never in” (Ferriter, 2009, p. 511).  
From a legislative level, throughout the late 80’s and 90’s Ireland introduced legislation 
against hate crimes based on sexual orientation and included sexual orientation in 
employment equality and anti-discrimination laws. In 2011, same-sex civil 
partnerships were legalised in Ireland. While this acted as a placatory measure to 
provide some protections similar to other European countries who were introducing 
same-sex marriage or civil partnerships, ultimately there was still a drive towards 
marriage equality from LGBT activist groups. Due to the wording of the Irish 
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Constitution, a referendum was required initially before legislation could be passed 
legalising same-sex marriage. A referendum date was set on the 19th of February 2015 
with the final vote occurring on the 22nd of May, 2015. The referendum process involved 
intense debate and campaigning both for and against same-sex marriage and those 
advocating against used rhetoric around traditional family values and children (Elkink 
et al., 2017). While the legislation that made same-sex marriage legal was not passed 
until October, 2015, the referendum result itself highlighted an acceptance of same-sex 
relationships in Irish culture with 62% voting in favour of the amendment and Ireland 
becoming the first country in the world to legalize same-sex marriage by a public vote. 
Shortly after this the Irish government also passed the Gender Recognition Act of 2015 
allowing a person to self-determine their own legal gender without medical assessment, 
one of the most progressive transgender rights policies worldwide. The marriage 
equality referendum is significant and attracted attention partly because of Ireland’s 
reputation as being a more conservative and religious country. As researchers 
analysing the referendum wrote, “The long standing image of Ireland as a conservative, 
Catholic country has been shattered” (Elkink et al., 2017, p. 15). To compare with 
England again, there were 47 years between decriminalising homosexuality and 
legalising same-sex marriage in comparison to 22 years for the same change in Ireland, 
and the rate of change from more conservative to liberal norms is particularly 
significant. This change in the values and culture of Ireland indicates a sense of place 
in which being non-heterosexual has meant a vastly changing set of opportunities 
across the last few decades, particularly considering Hammack and Cohler’s (2009a) 
argument for the importance of considering cohort and context in the construction of 
identity. Additionally, like in many other countries, the internet and the understanding 
that non-heterosexuality expands beyond just gay and lesbian changes the ways in way 
non-heterosexual spaces are constructed and their importance (Brown, 2008).  
2.9 Conclusion 
This section of the literature review contributes two main pieces to the methodology 
used throughout this study. Firstly, that sexual minority youth are not a homogenous 
group when it comes to either sexual identity or mental health. Secondly, while 
narrative is an important part of sexual identity formation, the types of narrative to 
which same-sex attracted youth are exposed can influence their mental health as well 
as the potential sexual identities they see as available to themselves. This research is 
attempting to ask individuals about their own perceptions of how the internet impacted 
upon their mental health and sexual identity and so it is important that there is a solid 
Chapter 2: Identity, Narrative and Mental Health 
 
33 
 
understanding of what is meant by those terms and how that interacts with the 
literature. Another factor which has a strong influence on both narrative and support 
is limitation and features of space. Many of the opportunities present to non-
heterosexual youth, most of which were not available to previous generations, also 
occur within a different type of space than that which was available to previous 
generations. Support received from an online chat may be as effective as that received 
in an LGBT support centre, but the dynamics of that space and what it means to discuss 
changing spaces in that context are explored within the next chapter.   
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3 SPACE, PLACE AND THE 
INTERNET 
3.1. Introduction 
Spatial metaphors are frequently used when describing the internet. For instance, 
people talk about visiting websites or going online. In the early days of mainstream 
internet usage, spatial metaphors also abounded with terms such as cyberspace, the 
cyberworld, the information highway and virtual worlds used to describe this new 
technology in decidedly spatial terms. Most commonplace perhaps is the tendency to 
use the terms online and offline to describe the state of using or not using the internet. 
As acknowledged in the phrasing of ‘going online’ or ‘going offline’, these states might 
easily be interpreted as separate spaces. These metaphors serve as aids that help 
people to navigate and understand a complicated technological phenomenon that has 
changed our perception of space. However, there is also a risk that spatial metaphors 
can mask real discussions about the relationships between technologies, spaces and 
society, essentially ignoring the very real and important matter of how material spaces 
and places fit into theorisation surrounding the internet (Graham, 1998). The term 
cyberspace represents the application of a spatial metaphor at its most extreme. Do we 
really enter into a virtual world or an entirely new type of space when browsing online? 
Moreover, it is important to ask whether a network really creates a whole new space 
and whether cyberspace can be called a place. 
Importantly, space and place have also been key features of the LGBT movement, both 
internationally and within Ireland. Within a primarily heterosexual, and oftentimes 
homophobic society, places such as bars, support centres and gay neighbourhoods all 
serve as centres of community, storytelling, civic participation and culture for sexual 
minorities. Additionally, the idea of ‘safe space’ has become a key feature of initiatives 
directed at LGBT young people, particularly in schools and other public arenas. 
Because of this, the concept of both spaces and places provides a useful conceptual 
framework for examining the internet and how it relates to non-heterosexual youth. To 
properly discuss space and place, however, it is important to understand how both 
terms are defined and treated within the field of human geography.  
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3.2 Space and Place in Human Geography – Being Human 
The definition of space has been contested as far back as the early 1700’s when Gottfried 
Leibniz and Issac Newton debated over whether space was absolute, as Newton 
believed, or relational, as Leibniz believed. This is relevant because in many ways the 
legacy of Newton’s position has set the tone for the commonplace idea that space is just 
the container within which we live. As Lefebrve (1991, p. 15) notes, his own ideas about 
producing space seem strange at first due to the commonplace notion that “empty space 
is prior to whatever ends up filling it.” Foucault (1986, p. 23) touched on similar ground 
within his famous lecture on space, stating that we “live inside a set of relations that 
delineates sites” rather than living “within a void”.  A key guiding principle within 
human geography appears to be that space is an ‘outcome’ rather than a simply being 
a ‘background’ (Thrift, 2003), elevating it’s importance as something that is both 
produced and changeable.  
Lefebvre’s (1991, p. 12) theory of the production of space has been particularly 
important within developing theories of space that are shaped around the cultural,  
summed up within the phrase, “(Social) space is a (social) product.” Acknowledging that 
space is socially produced is relevant because it consequently means that space can 
change based on social changes, laying the foundation for a theory of space built upon 
a system of social relations. Buttimer (1976) also pushed for those studying people to 
embrace a spatial analysis, particularly an understanding of social space, as she 
considered this essential to understanding the lived experiences of people. This 
application of human geography to the study of people can be applied within various 
disciplines such as sociology, anthropology and psychology, and it can be combined with 
more traditional approaches as it effectively only asks that the dimension of physical 
space and spatial relations are considered as part of a holistic research approach. While 
his earlier works revealed a different philosophy on space, Castells (1983) reinforced 
this idea when he eventually came to the conclusion that space does not simply reflect 
society, but it actually is society.  
As well as developing a concept of space that makes it central to societal analysis, 
human geography can also be credited with developing a broader definition of place. 
There is no singular definition of place as it remains a complex term, not widely agreed 
upon within and even among certain disciplines (Withers, 2009). However, the work of 
human geographers has developed an understanding of place that examines its cultural 
and social significance beyond its most obvious physical definition. Both Edward Relph 
(1976) and Yi Fu Tuan (1997) have used a phenomenological approach to explore place. 
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Relph sees place as being tied with identity. He uses the term “existential insideness” 
to refer to the sense in which a person can feel at home or intimately tied to a place and 
“existential outsideness” to describe the sense in which a person may feel like they do 
not belong or are a stranger within a place (Relph, 1976). Building upon this idea of 
place evoking feeling, Yi Fu Tuan (1997) has had one of the biggest impacts upon 
theorisations about place with his work on space and place. His position is that space 
transforms into place when someone begins to find value within it. Both Relph and 
Tuan’s ideas tie place into ideas of home, belonging, emotion and identity. They 
construct a theory of place which reaches far beyond its initial connotations, yet also 
speaks to a value of place which appears obvious after it has been pointed out.  
While Doreen Massey (1994) takes a less phenomenological approach, her conceptions 
of place situate the ideas of Relph and Tuan within the context of the networked society 
and arguments such as those made by Castells. She contends that places can be 
understood as, “articulated moments in networks of social relations and 
understandings” (Massey, 1994, p. 154) rather than simply physically bounded spaces. 
She also writes that the "spatial reorganization of social relations"  is essentially what 
is changing our understanding of place as it is those spatial relations and the power 
and meaning they contain, which creates our definitions of place (Massey, 1994, p. 121). 
These definitions of place based on experience and meaning have led to questions 
surrounding the erosion of place. Augé (1995) theorised that supermodernity, 
consumerism and individualism have led to rise of non-places, or places that no longer 
have the meaningful qualities of place. So, while the airport is a place in that it has a 
physical location, Augé would classify it as a non-place. The airport is a transitory space 
as it does not have the connotations of place like identity, community or belonging, 
making it a non-place. Auge’s theory represents a broader trend towards theories of 
placelessness or the view that place, in its emotional and cultural sense, is 
disappearing. Castells (1989) popularised similar ideas when he described globalisation 
and the power of the network as introducing a space of flows which is in opposition with 
a space of places. Meyrowitz (1985, p. 308) links technology to this attitude to place 
within his writings on electronic media observing that, “Many Americans may no longer 
seem to ‘know their place’ because the traditionally interlocking components of ‘place’ 
have been split apart by electronic media”.  
It must be noted that there is an overlap between these definitions of space and place. 
The realm of social space and the cultural notions of place both prioritise the spatial 
within an understanding of human relations and identity. However, the important 
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contribution of human geography to the topic of internet communications does not 
reside in the specific terminology of space and place, but rather in the way in which it 
continually brings discussions of space and changes in space back to social relations 
and the meanings that individuals see within the spaces and places they find 
themselves. McLuhan took spatiality beyond the metaphor with his declaration that 
electronic media is, “abolishing both space and time”. His work has been widely applied 
to the internet, with blogs, social networking sites and instant communication all 
appearing to be hallmarks of the global village which he envisioned (McLuhan, 1964). 
However, McLuhan’s writing is characterised by grand statements and proclamations 
and it is worth asking whether his statements about space are hyperbolic. A much more 
nuanced position is articulated by Meyrowitz (1985) when he suggests that space and 
time have been “demoted” as opposed to being “abolished”. Writing about this question 
of time-space compression when applied to cyberspace, Massey (2005, p. 91) believes 
that the true question to ask is, “what kinds of multiplicities (patterns of uniqueness) 
and relations will be co-constructed with these new kinds of spatial configurations ?” 
Writing about the influence of Tuan’s work on space and place, Tim Cresswell  
(Cresswell, 2008, p. 76) has said, “Tuan forced geographers to stop taking these words 
for granted and to consider what they might mean for being human.” In a similar way, 
the discipline of communications needs to consider what spatial changes resulting from 
communication technologies might mean for being human. This draws the focus away 
from trying to understand the impact of technologies, and transfers it instead to 
understanding the way in which social relations are both altering and being altered by 
spatial changes enabled using technology, an approach which is less technologically 
determinist.  
Our understanding of community is an area which highlights the significance of altered 
social relations and spatial changes. Traditionally, community itself was structured 
according to physical and spatial boundaries, for example the neighbourhood 
community exists because of the physical boundaries and proximity of neighbours in a 
place. Technological affordances such as wider bandwidth, ‘always-on’ connectivity, 
personalization and wireless portability lead to changed social affordances through the 
ability to foster a personal community which meets an individual’s specific needs 
around outcomes such as a sense of belonging or social identity  (Wellman et al., 2006). 
In effect, technological changes, along with longer term trends observed through 
globalisation and industrialisation, have led to communities which have evolved from 
being densely knit to sparsely knit, or those based on proximity to those which are not 
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limited by the constraints of physical space (Wellman, 2002). Wellman (2001) uses the 
logic of the network to describe this restructuring of community as he claims that 
computer networks are now social networks and this can fundamentally changes the 
role of the individual in the structure of community. The social affordances of 
technology allow the development of social ties which are not centred around physical 
place or where, “it is the individual, and not the household or the group, that is the 
primary unit of connectivity” (Wellman, 2001, p. 8), a phenomenon he calls networked 
individualism. Wellman describes that within this idea of networked individualism 
ascriptive characteristics, or those you are born with, may be less important than 
achieved, or chosen, characteristics as an individual can build a social network around 
interests or shared norms. Of course, this does not negate the significance of ascriptive 
characteristics, particularly as how one even chooses to utilise technology and how they 
view their individual identity will likely be shaped by their immediate surroundings 
and culture. However, this does mean that ascriptive characteristics may be less 
important than in the past, as an individual has many more tools at their disposal to 
both understand and reshape the self, according to their own motivations and interests, 
even if this is at odds with their immediate physical social world. Accordingly, Rainie 
and Wellman describe this social operating system as one which offers more freedom 
for individuals as they have “more room to manoeuvre and more capacity to act on their 
own” (2012, p. 9). To place this in the context of sexual identity, the more traditional 
idea of moving to a city and finding an LGBT community is behaviour which represents 
networked individualism, yet still in a very place centred way. However, the now nearly 
ubiquitous nature of smartphones and the plethora of social networking and 
information based apps available means that networked individualism can facilitate 
identity development at a younger age, as moving is less of a necessity and engagement 
can occur between different social groups independent of space e.g. having a network 
of friends or acquaintances at school and a simultaneous, specifically non-heterosexual 
friends network online.   
3.3 The Internet and Social Space – Is Cyberspace a Place?  
Initial discussions about social space online often focused on the use of the term 
cyberspace. Considering its immediate spatial connotations, coupled with the grand 
cyber-utopian visions of commentators such as Howard Rehingold (1994) and Nicholas 
Negroponte (1996), cyberspace can be a controversial term. The very concept of 
cyberspace as it was first introduced implied that it is a new location or frontier from 
which to discover and create new life. Early critiques of the cyberspace-as-place 
Chapter 3: Space, Place and the Internet 
 
39 
 
metaphor took a legal perspective, questioning the inevitable rise of property rights and 
other consequences that occur when the internet is treated like a physical location 
(Hunter, 2003; Olson, 2005). However, another critique of the cyberspace as place 
metaphor is that it allows the opportunity for cyberspace to be considered as a different 
reality or a space so separate from real life that it allows virtual life to prosper. A more 
contemporary manifestation of this is can be seen in the current debate regarding 
digital dualism. Nathan Jurgenson (2012) coined the term digital dualism to describe 
what he sees as the fallacy of believing the physical world is real while the virtual world 
is not. While initially this may seem to focus on reality, it has roots in the spatial. As 
Jurgenson (2012, p. 85) writes, “These digital dualists conceptualize the Web similar to 
the film The Matrix (1999) where the on and offline are separate spaces.” Ultimately, 
Jurgenson associates the spatial split encountered when online and offline are 
considered as separate spaces with a virtual versus real dichotomy.  
It can be argued that virtual reality no longer refers to something that is inferior but 
rather something which is either an equivalent or better reality (Shields, 1996). 
However, the idea of the virtual establishes a set of assumptions which may not 
necessarily be true. For example, Cowan (2005) argues that virtual shopping essentially 
just involves accessing an electronic catalogue. When compared to the actual experience 
of shopping offline, online shopping is vastly different, particularly when it comes to 
social interaction, yet the term invokes the idea of an experience of shopping that is 
only differentiated by its location. This type of assumption is exactly that which leads 
to mischaracterisations of online activities, confusing “virtual reality” and “that which 
simply comes and goes online” (Cowan, 2005, p. 200).  What Cowan describes is a digital 
dualism built upon the assumption that what occurs online must be a virtual copy of 
what occurs offline and because it is a copy and not the same, it must then be 
fundamentally different. The way that internet usage has evolved makes it more like a 
coming and going online in many respects, for instance, a conversation with friends 
over a social networking app continuing in person when those friends meet up, as 
opposed to a strict separation between talking to friends in real life and an inferior state 
of talking to friends online.  
Digital dualism is a useful concept in discussions concerning the association between a 
real/virtual dichotomy and an online/offline dichotomy, but the concept itself is not new. 
Researchers in computer mediated communications have repeatedly found that, for 
many people, what they do online is intimately intertwined with their offline lives 
(Baym, 2009; Papacharissi, 2005; Slater, 2002). Don Slater (2002) specifically called for 
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a move from conceptualising online and offline as different spaces, and Jensen (2011) 
puts it well when he said the following: 
 While the early emphasis on a divide between offline and online practices 
and worlds - cyberspaces and virtual realities - may have been a necessary 
step for theory development of the 1990s, it has become increasingly 
counter-productive in methodological terms. (Jensen, 2011, p. 43) 
 Despite having moved on from a utopian vision of cyberspace, the issue of seeing online 
space as ‘not real’ is still contentious. Phrases such as 'the real world' and 'the virtual 
world' are found both in new media research and in references to the Internet in popular 
culture, along with the concept of IRL or “In real life” used to denote physical, offline 
spaces. Jurgenson believes that inherent in this phrasing is a belief that the Internet 
represents a lesser version of reality, or a version of reality that lacks the quality of 
being real or authentic (Jurgenson, 2012, 2011). Additionally, he takes issue with 
terminology that acknowledges spatial differentiations, such as the terms online and 
offline.   
It could be argued that Jurgenson is inaccurately conflating the idea of a second reality 
with a belief in multiple spaces. For example, one of his core arguments is that digital 
dualism often puts too much emphasis on presentation and anonymity by implying that 
people experience a different reality and identity online. Sherry Turkle (1995), who has 
been one of Jurgenson’s main targets for criticism, has written extensively about the 
web serving as a place where you can experiment with your identity in an online world 
which offers a parallel life experience. Thus, an example of digital dualism in practice 
would be framing the situation of a closeted young gay male as one in which he is not 
out in the real world but becomes a different person online, essentially living two 
separate realities, one his “real” self and the other a version of himself that he can 
create online. However, it is entirely possible that people experience parallel identities 
or parallel lives through a deliberate process of identity presentation, just as they do in 
various offline spaces.  Rather than separate selves, the process that is happening here 
is arguably one of multiple presentations of a single identity, rather than a case of 
multiple identities or online and offline identities. Erving Goffman (1956) laid the 
foundation for work surrounding identity presentation when he wrote about 
“impression management”, or the process by which an individual consciously or 
subconsciously performs a certain identity in order to manage the impressions that 
others may have of them. Multiple identity presentations can be seen in many aspects 
of a person's life, such as when someone acts differently at work than they do at home 
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or when they present a different aspect of their personality to strangers than they 
would among friends. This is also central within sexual identity, as the idea of coming 
out implies that prior to coming out a person selectively chose to present a different 
identity than the one they felt truly reflected themselves.  
Identity presentations can also exist within digital dualist perspectives. For example, 
Sherry Turkle (1995) encourages young people to evaluate the performances of their 
online identities in light of their ‘true’ or ‘real’ self, with the added emphasis that who 
you are online is not really who you are. However, identity presentation occurs through 
choosing different presentations of identity for different online and offline spaces, yet 
both are equally tied to the embodied self and can be an authentic or true 
representation of the self. It is possible that the concept of online and offline spaces can 
be studied without the need to revert to digital dualist framing. In many ways, theorists 
like Jurgenson are reacting to the traditional way in which online identity was 
conceptualized in the development of cyberculture theory. The context in which 
Jurgenson discusses digital dualism is that of movements like the Occupy movement 
or the Arab Spring uprisings. These events involved situations in which tools such as 
Twitter and Facebook became a key part of organising movement and disseminating 
information. In a way, these situations are not directly comparable to something like 
an anonymous chat room discussion online, with the main difference being the level of 
personal anonymity and selective identity presentation attached. Rejection of digital 
dualist perspectives need not involve rejection of the concept of online spaces. On the 
contrary, as is the case offline, individuals can choose the level of involvement that they 
want an online interaction to have on their offline presentations of identity. In the case 
of situations like a genuine Facebook profile that is connected to friends and shares 
personal photos, the decision has clearly been made to extend involvement into an 
online space, but the opposite can also be true, whereby that person might choose to 
share online with strangers more authentically than they do with friends or they might 
choose not to share any personal information online. The main point is that the state of 
being online or offline does not change whether something is ‘real’, or perhaps more 
importantly, whether it is experienced as being real.  
Being cognisant of digital dualism and alert to the implications false dichotomies bring 
to research surrounding identity and online activity has a direct impact on the aims 
and methods employed in internet research.  A review of new media research 
surrounding the internet and online activities found that a major issue within 
interpreting the results of such research lies in separating online and offline behaviour 
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and online and offline realities (Papacharissi, 2005). It goes on to suggest that instead 
of employing an online/offline dichotomy, research should focus on “the individual as 
the hub of online interaction, aptly incorporating social, economic, and psychosocial 
concepts that further clarify the motivation and consequence of online activity” 
(Papacharissi, 2005, p. 232). This is important as the biggest challenge to 
understanding spatiality resides within the experiences and assumptions carried by 
researchers themselves. For many adolescents, the internet has shaped their spatial 
experiences since early childhood (Knobel and Lankshear, 2007), yet there is still 
debate among academics surrounding the existence and validity of identifying and 
opposing digital dualism.  Additionally, while young people may have grown up with 
this new experience of spatiality, many adults likely have not.  
A complementary theory to Papacharissi’s point around an individual’s motivation and 
consequence is polymedia. Polymedia was developed by Madianou and Miller (2013) to 
explain the significance of choosing different media platforms or applications from a 
social perspective. Once basic conditions are met, such as access, affordability and 
media literacy, a person with a smartphone has a variety of different media within 
which to communicate, for example through SMS, email, a phone call, Facetime or 
within a specific social networking application like Snapchat. As the authors stress, 
deciding which media to use occurs relationally in respect to the available choices. 
Users switch between these [different media] to achieve their purposes: 
what cannot be achieved by email, can be accomplished by webcam, or 
instant messaging or a phone call. Email is not simply email; it is defined 
relationally as also not a letter, not a text message and not a conversation 
via webcam; which, in turn, is not a phone call. (Madianou and Miller, 2013, 
p. 175) 
Deciding which format fits a specific interaction becomes less about technological 
affordances or costs, as the options are wide and varied, and instead becomes more of a 
social act, which has its own emotional and social implications and consequences. 
Within their own article, Madianou and Miller give an example in their research of gay 
male participants from the Philippines who used multiple profiles on either the same 
or alternative social media sites in order to achieve a separation between their gay 
friends and their family. Again, this choice is arguably driven by a social need to 
manage two separate and potentially hostile set of relationships, which presumably are 
not at risk of crossing over in physical space, much more than by the specific features 
of differing platforms. From this viewpoint, the simple act of choosing which media 
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suits a specific interaction is one which is deeply embedded in an individual’s sense of 
social identity and relationships, and consequently their self-presentation.  
This is particularly important in the context of this study as the meaning behind young 
people's Internet usage and the spatial realities that it produces can only be extracted 
by understanding the meaning assigned to those spaces by the users themselves as well 
as the factors which influence their usage on an individual basis. There are many 
different motivations which could apply to the lives of non-heterosexual youth 
regarding internet use. Factors such as whether a young person perceives their social 
environment as accepting, whether they are out or closeted, and whether they are 
questioning their sexuality or fully embracing a labelled identity all imply different 
motivations and outcomes for online behaviour, as well as differing levels of crossover 
between presentations of identity in online and offline spaces. The reality of identity 
online being enmeshed with identity offline is a key part of the need to understand the 
relationship between online and offline support. Real, in this sense, refers to what an 
individual considers to be a real manifestation of their self rather than a judgement 
about the quality of the space in which that manifestation occurs.  
The key to overcoming digital dualism, while still retaining a concept of alternate 
spaces, is embraced by Nancy Baym (2009) in the following quote: 
Even behaviours that only appear online are put there by embodied people 
acting in geographic locations embedded in face-to-face social relationships 
and multimedia environments that shape the meaning and consequences of 
those online practices. (Baym, 2009, p. 721) 
Everything a person does online is tied into their embodied self, although the 
presentations of that self may be altered in drastically different ways. Ultimately, “We 
cannot be online without being offline” (Cowan, 2005, p. 282).  Central to any discussion 
of what is occurring online is the embodied reality of the internet users themselves. 
This means that an understanding of physical space as being one of many types of space 
leads to the conclusion that there can never be a dual reality or dual embodiment, only 
one reality that is shaped and mediated through the introduction of a technology, the 
influence of social relations and the spaces they produce.  
3.4 Conclusion 
As this discussion has shown, theory of space and place is not an abstract concept but 
it has applications within any study of lived experiences and social groups. 
Furthermore, the influence of the Internet and mass media technology has altered the 
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nature of space and place in a way that cannot and should not be ignored. This again 
echoes Lefebvre’s (1991) production of space as his theory perceived three main factors 
as constituting space; spatial practice, representations of space and spaces of 
representation, or more simply, the perceived, conceived and lived dimensions of space. 
Within this construct Lefebvre creates a concept of space that reaches beyond dualism 
and acknowledges the role of the physical, imagined and experiential. Together these 
three factors create social space, a space that is real and based in the physical, yet also 
created and changed by itself. 
Within the context of this study, a major challenge is to keep discussion of the social 
situated within the spatial. It could be argued that non-heterosexual youth who use the 
Internet for support or to ‘hang out’ are not just experiencing an online version of what 
might have previously occurred offline, but that their lived experience consists of a 
completely different spatial reality than previous generations. Considering the role that 
narrative plays within identity formation, the change this spatial shift has brought 
about in social relations offers the opportunity for a radical reshaping of both the 
development of identity and the opportunities for new types of identity to occur in places 
which they would be unlikely to occur in the past.  
 These dynamics not only affect an individual’s identity development, but also the 
environment within which that individual resides. Thrift (2003) has identified 
embodiment as being one of the aspects of place which most theorists can agree upon. 
Based on this, it could be argued that cyberspace cannot function as a place because of 
its lack of embodiment, making it blatantly obvious that there can be no place in 
cyberspace. However, this ultimately refers to a very bounded definition of place. To 
consider cyberspace and a phenomenological definition of place requires questioning 
not just the experience of being physically present but also what it means to feel present 
within a place. For example, what does it really mean for a young person to chat with 
gay peers online while sitting in their family home where no one knows about their 
sexual orientation? Could that same young person experience a sense of place online 
while feeling out of place in the physical place where they are sitting? This hypothetical 
example highlights the importance of understanding the experiences of support that 
non-heterosexual youth perceive online because, as this chapter has shown, those 
feelings and experiences of support may be found online but they are experienced by 
real people and therefore arguably hold as much significance as support offered 
elsewhere.  
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4 NON-HETEROSEXUAL 
INTERNET USAGE 
4.1 Introduction 
This chapter will review some of the current literature documenting non-heterosexual 
internet usage. The first two literature review chapters have been largely theoretical 
and conceptual, exploring concepts of sexual identity, mental health, and place. This 
chapter will take a more practical approach by assessing and evaluating relevant 
literature which specifically addresses non-heterosexual internet usage. There has 
been an increase in research which addresses non-heterosexual internet usage (Berry 
et al., 2003; O’Riordan and Phillips, 2007; Pullen, 2014a; Pullen and Cooper, 2010). The 
topic of internet research is one that is constantly and rapidly changing and 
Borzekowski (2006) points out how research can quickly become outdated due to the 
rate of change associated with internet usage. This is evident within her own article in 
which she discusses how only 2% of American youth have access to wireless internet, 
something which contrasts greatly with the ubiquitous online mobile youth culture that 
characterises life just over a decade later. Not only do these changes affect the nature 
of internet usage but they also affect the culture within which the research itself is 
situated. Whether its cyberbullying or privacy management online, there are a range 
of new challenges that continue to provoke new research that must be reactive and 
flexible. Much of the research cited within this section was published after the start 
date of this study, leading to the need to constantly reassess literature and determine 
how new findings would shape the scope and analysis taken. These challenges do not 
only apply to academics and researchers but also to those who work with youth. The 
need for youthwork to integrate online methods into its approach has been identified 
as being important internationally and also within Ireland (Gibson et al., 2010) and 
this is an area in which the knowledge gained from this study can be practically useful.  
The Chapter will begin by describing perceptions of young people’s internet usage and 
why these perceptions matter. Then it will look at types of support which have been 
found by others examining non-heterosexual internet usage such as information 
seeking and narrative engagement. Finally, it will address how current research has 
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incorporated the concept of an interplay between offline and online spaces before 
exploring some of the key contributions from others which have impacted on the 
conclusions drawn from this literature review.  
4.2 Dystopian and Utopian Perspectives 
As Gartner’s Hype Cycle has shown, new technologies typically go through a period of 
hype or the “peak of inflated expectations” (Fenn, 1999). This typically involves an 
imagining of what that technology will become which far exceeds the eventual practical 
performance of the technology. The communicative potential of the web has been no 
exception to this despite the vast changes that the internet has brought about. In the 
early days of theorising around online communication utopianism existed in the 
heralding of the Internet as a portal to a better world (Negroponte, 1996; Rheingold, 
1994). Margaret Wertheim went as far as calling the digital world, "an attempt to 
construct a technological substitute for the Christian space of Heaven" (Wertheim, 
1999, p. 16). A more nuanced belief is that that people tend to project utopian social or 
technological imaginaries on to new media and, in this case, that new media happened 
to be the Internet and computer mediated communication (Robins, 1996). This 
utopianism appears in opposition to notions of the inferiority of virtual worlds and 
online identities and forms part of what seems to be a zero-sum approach to the value 
of the internet when it comes to communication or identity. It is much more plausible 
that the very qualities that make some parts of the Internet a safe or freeing space can 
also lead to the development of unsafe or dangerous spaces.  
When it comes to providing support, these beliefs around the internet can shape the 
way that the internet is perceived within youth work and supportive circles. For 
example, in early consultations about this study with Belong To, then youth director, 
David Carroll, expressed he and his team often felt that the internet held strong 
negative connotations within youth work, which directly contrasted with their own 
anecdotal experience of how it benefited some of the non-heterosexual youth they 
worked with. It may also explain why the internet has not been addressed in any in 
depth way in Irish based LGBT research about supporting young people, despite the 
evidence that would suggest the Internet plays an important role. The LGBTIreland 
report (Higgins et al., 2016a) did identify the internet as a source of support and it 
mentioned the internet/media as being a resource for identity exploration and 
information. However, the section discussing this only occupies one paragraph within 
the final report and it is absent from the key findings (Higgins et al., 2016b). While the 
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study does indicate that the internet is being used in the ways it might be expected, it 
does not address the questions of how and why.  
In her work examining the online life of American teenagers, Danah Boyd describes 
social media sites as providing alternative “cool spaces” to socialise. While young people 
may still choose to meet at shopping centres or in town,  they also have the option “to 
create a cool space without physically transporting themselves anywhere” (boyd, 2014, 
p. 5). For non-heterosexual youth, there is the possibility of creating not just cool spaces, 
but supportive, non-heterosexual or safe spaces. As Pascoe has pointed out, while many 
adults worry about online victimization of young people online, there is often little focus 
on the “mundane and pervasive way in which offline harassment around issues of 
gender and sexuality replicate themselves online”, particularly among peers (Pascoe, 
2011, p. 13). Additionally, Bryan Wuest (2014) warns against overstating the positive 
impacts of coming out YouTube videos. As he points out, coming out videos were already 
in existence before the series of suicides which inspired the It Gets Better Project and 
one young person who filmed an It Gets Better video, 14 year old Jamie Rodemeyer, 
went on to take his own life. If anything, this warning from Wuest when coupled with 
the lessons learned from utopian/dystopian views of technology serve as a reminder 
that wider life context is essential to understanding the role that any technology plays. 
Understanding the offline lives of non-heterosexual youth and how they intertwine with 
their online experiences will provide a nuanced account of how the internet is really 
functioning within the lives of non-heterosexual youth in Ireland. Rather than a 
utopian or dystopian vision, the reality is that affordances such as anonymity or 
freedom of expression without consequence have the potential to create positive 
situations, such as a non-heterosexual young person feeling they can be themselves, or 
negative situations such as homophobic cyberbullying. The internet creates a myriad 
of opportunities for non-heterosexual youth by introducing a new environment and new 
spaces which are firmly rooted in their embodied selves but offer new methods of 
exploring and forming identity. These online spaces must be navigated with the same 
awareness of identity presentation and with the understanding that online spaces can 
bring positive or negative experiences depending upon the choices that are made and 
the level to which integration with offline spaces has occurred.  
4.3 Types of support found online 
Savin-Williams (1998, p. 122) has attributed the lowering age at which young people 
both realise and reveal their LGBT identity to media coverage of homosexuality, the 
emergence of gay and lesbian culture and the “presence of homosexuality in their 
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immediate social world”. In the foreword of Queer Online, Larry Gross (2007) notes that 
this immediate social world, for many young people, now involves the internet. The 
internet also changes the potential reach and access that young people have to media 
coverage and gay and lesbian culture as they can seek out non-heterosexual 
information and media instead of waiting for such content to appear in mainstream 
media. 
There are early examples of non-heterosexual internet usage which utilised the 
internet to connect with others and create non-heterosexual social spaces. In 1992, the 
stigma around identifying as gay was strong enough that the term MOTSS or “Members 
of the same-sex” was used to describe the LGBT category on the alt.sex newsgroup, one 
of the earliest instances of gay people creating specific spaces for themselves online 
(Regan Shade, 1996). While certain online spaces are designed to function as LGBT 
specific spaces, there is also the opportunity for non-heterosexual youth to reconfigure 
spaces as they see fit. For example, in her work Fraiberg (1995) found that discussion 
boards for the Indigo Girls and Melissa Etheridge served as spaces for performative 
queer identity. These discussion boards, centred around popular culture, were more 
appropriate for some queer women than the clearly structured, identity labels which 
characterised specifically designed gay spaces.  
Research based in the United States indicate that LGBT youth do have different online 
experiences and practices than their non-LGBT peers. For example, LGBT youth on 
average use the internet around 45 minutes more per day than non-LGBT youth and 
they are also much more likely to search for information relating to sexuality, health, 
and HIV/AIDS and other STIs (GLSEN et al., 2013). LGBT youth also tend to have 
more online friends and they are more likely to describe their online friends as 
supportive. The report also found that LGBT youth varied in their internet usage 
according to specific characteristics. For example, rural youth were more likely to have 
come out online and they generally spend more time online than non-rural youth. 
Similarly, male and transgender youth were more likely to search for information and 
connect with other LGBT youth online. In their recommendations, the authors of the 
report highlighted the intersections between multiple identities and locations and 
suggested that future research should, “examine how specific characteristics operate in 
different spaces and how they encourage or discourage some activities online” (GLSEN 
et al., 2013, p. 29). 
A literature review of sexual minority youth health information accessing practices 
across 20 years identified the internet as a major source for obtaining health related 
Chapter 4: Non-Heterosexual Internet Usage 
 
49 
 
information (Rose and Friedman, 2013). There is a marked difference between 
heterosexual youth in this regard with 78% of non-heterosexual youth (13-18) in the 
US looking for sexual health information online compared to 19% of heterosexual youth, 
with non-heterosexual youth more likely to use the internet for sexual health 
information because they have no one else to ask (Mitchell et al., 2014).  Another study 
found that 62% of LGBT youth in the US searched online for information relating to 
sexuality or sexual attractions compared to 12% of non-LGBT youth and 81% searched 
for medical or health information compared to 46% of non-LGBT youth. (GLSEN et al., 
2013) These differences highlight that there are clearly different motivations and needs 
for internet usage for non-heterosexual youth compared to their heterosexual peers.  
As described above, sexual health has been identified as one area in which non-
heterosexual youth find the internet useful with a number of other studies emphasising 
this (Magee et al., 2012; Mustanski et al., 2011a). However, support can also function 
in less obvious forms such as through representation and narrative. The potential 
benefits of the internet for sexual storytelling and identity work was mentioned in 
chapter 2 through concepts like queer realness (Gray, 2009b) or the imagined gay 
community (Pullen, 2007). There are also concrete examples of what this can look like. 
For instance the coming out video has become its own recognisable genre on YouTube, 
incorporating the aspects of the coming out narrative that Plummer (1995) described 
into videos which can be accessed worldwide (Alexander and Losh, 2010). This has a 
clear impact on the potential opportunities for young non-heterosexuals to engage with 
content and narratives which would previously have required accessing physical spaces 
outside of one’s own social community. Similarly, Bond et al. (2009) asked LGB 
individuals about what they found to be the most useful source of information, without 
suggesting that the study was about media usage. Despite this they found that the 
internet was the primary source of information. 
The concepts of queer realness or the imagined gay community also function as a form 
of informal learning. A study of LGBTQ social media use found three types of informal 
learning; traditional information seeking such as to understand labels or sexual health 
information, social learning such as observing others through stories or media, and 
experiential learning such as coming out online or using dating sites (Fox and Ralston, 
2016).  Each of these forms of learning are enabled by a social world available online, 
which functions to provide opportunities, or spaces, for informal learning to occur. The 
informal learning which occurs online allows for individuals to address gaps in their 
knowledge (DeHaan et al., 2013). Informal learning can also occur through media 
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representation, which offers the opportunity to view role models and inspiration which 
has been found to have a positive impact on LGB identity development (Gomillion and 
Giuliano, 2011) and resiliency (Craig et al., 2015a).  While media representations offline 
can tend to be stereotypical and limited, online media representations are found to be 
much more diverse and useful for LGBTQ youth (McInroy and Craig, 2017). Many 
popular shows like House of Cards or Orange is the New Black are available only 
through online streaming as companies such as Amazon or Netflix have started 
producing streaming only original content. While there has been a clear increase in 
mainstream representation of leading LGBT characters and themes on shows like 
Orange is the New Black or Transparent, a closer look at the methods of distribution 
for this content highlights the importance of the internet. A report from Glaad (2015) 
found that there were more LGBT series regular characters found across 23 series 
developed by streaming broadcasters such as Netflix or Amazon than there were across 
118 series on American Primetime TV. The types of shows covered in this report are 
the same shows which young people in Ireland can access through online means, 
irrespective of what shows are available on Irish television.  
Cohler and Hammack (2007) have described the internet as aiding social change 
through opportunities such as reading the stories of other non-heterosexual youth who 
have overcome challenges or minority stress in their lives. They believe that 
opportunities such as these can change the way in which young people narrate their 
self-identity because they offer access to new potential narratives of identity. This is 
significant as the process of narrative engagement involves a process of framing one’s 
own person sexual identity narrative against larger master narratives (Hammack and 
Cohler, 2009a) in order to achieve a sense of identity configuration(Hammack et al., 
2009), or a match between personal narrative and cultural narrative. An example of 
this can be seen when Bryan Wuest (2014) studied coming out videos on YouTube and 
found that they serve as a point of visibility and representation for LGBT youth. He 
gives examples of tags such as ‘Out in West Texas’ or ‘coming out as a gay mormon’, 
which allow young people to access very specific forms of representation which 
accurately reflect their own situations. Wuest (2014) makes the connection between 
this and resiliency as he argues that the affirmation and sense of shared identity found 
in these videos provide a way to resist negativity. Bond et. al (2009, p. 44) characterise 
differences between older and younger cohorts in his study as being that the older 
participants' community access was limited by geography whereas the younger 
participants had "the ability to pick and choose what media fulfilled particular needs". 
They also suggest that future research should explore in greater detail the 
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information that youth are finding online stating, "Future research on the content of 
mediated communication most used by adolescents could help families better 
understand the utility of the Internet for adolescent development and calm 
justifications for parental gatekeeping" (ibid, p. 47). Additionally, Craig et al. (2015b) 
noted the experience of fear that can surround offline spaces in contrast with the 
positivity that some sexual minority youth find online. They suggest that information 
and communication technologies should be seen as taking a supportive role within 
social work, which was the field their study was situated within. Rather than 
information for parents or clinicians, this study is focusing on practical implications 
for youthwork and policy development through developing a better understanding of 
this process of information seeking, what support needs it meets, and the relationship 
between online and offline support. One of the key aspects of this study is that it is 
based around how participants view themselves and their own support needs. This 
offers the opportunity to understand which needs participants feel are important as 
well as how online support can serve to meet those needs.  
4.4 Integrations of offline and online context 
There is a growing case to be made that exploring and understanding the online 
interactions and behaviour of non-heterosexual youth is essential to fully understand 
and responding to needs in their lives. For example, a study from the United States 
(DeHaan et al., 2013) focused on understanding how much online activities from LGBT 
youth impact upon offline activities and experiences in relation to sexual health. The 
researchers found that LGBT youth often use online information and resources to fill 
gaps that occur in their lives offline such as access to sexual health information or 
forming relationships with LGBT peers, leading to the conclusion that the Internet can 
be utilised by those promoting healthy sexual development, particularly among youth 
who perceive offline resources and relationships to be inadequate for meeting these 
needs. Another US based study found that 62% of LGBT youth connected with other 
LGBT youth online and 52% of that 62% were not out (GLSEN et al., 2013). The 
internet was particularly significant for those who have a lack of LGBT-specific spaces 
offline indicating a link between limited offline opportunity and internet usage which 
involves connecting with others. Additionally, 85% of same-sex attracted youth in an 
Australian study (Hillier et al., 2001) said the internet helped in connecting with other 
LGBT youth and 70% said the internet helped them feel less isolated. They also found 
that same-sex attracted youth who were already out and comfortable with their identity 
offline found the prospect of life without the internet less worrying than those who were 
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not out and comfortable, suggesting that support offered online is particularly relevant 
to those who are still in the process of navigating their sexual identity offline. These 
pieces of research are important because they not only identify what occurs online, but 
also link that with what occurs offline, which is useful knowledge for those who work 
with young people.  
In their categorisation of common features found in sexual identity models, Eliason and 
Schope (2007) classify “surfing the web” as being a potential way that exploration may 
occur during sexual identity development. It could be argued though that the Internet, 
rather than being a method for exploration, is a new location for many of the traditional 
methods to occur. Experiences such as dating, learning about LGBT identity, or 
meeting others who share your sexual identity are all experiences, or methods of 
exploration, that can occur both online and offline with the different dynamics of both 
environments affecting how the exploration is experienced. A space-based, identity 
work approach is taken by Hillier and Harrison (2007) who describe the same-sex 
attracted youth in their Australian study as being ‘space deprived’ due to their same-
sex attraction, which leads to limited opportunities to live out and develop their 
identity. They consequently take the approach that internet acts as a space for same 
sex attracted youth to practice identity, friendship, coming out, intimate relationship, 
sex and community. Instead of acting as a replacement to offline spaces for same-sex 
attracted youth, the authors say the internet “allows them to gain confidence online in 
a space which they argue is easier to negotiate when they are exploring their sexual 
feelings” (Hillier and Harrison, 2007, p. 95). While I would caution against 
characterising non-heterosexual people in general as being space deprived, as that may 
be an unfounded assumption, it seems likely that the internet can act as a safer space 
for those who do feel space deprived. In a Canadian based study of LGBTQ youth, Craig 
and McInroy (2014) reach a similar conclusion as they see the internet acting as a 
rehearsal space for identity development which can then occur offline. They found that 
accessing resources, exploring identity, finding likeness and coming out digitally are all 
identity development tasks which their participants could rehearse online before 
bringing their identity offline, although they provide little insight into how this process 
of integration might occur. Bond et al (2009) further extend real world ramifications 
when they suggested that media acts as a relational proxy and that the internet 
potentially displaces relationships between LGB youth and their families, with a 
strong distinction placed between real and virtual realities. There is still a need to 
provide an understanding of how and why non-heterosexual youth use the internet in 
a way which grounds this usage in their sense of place and their geographic realities. 
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Rather than developing an online identity which they will eventually make real, it is 
possible that there is a much more embedded and discursive social interplay between 
an individual’s embodied sense of identity and an individual’s sense of place and 
belonging in both online and offline spaces.  
4.5 Key Contributions  
While a number of a studies described above focus on specific aspects of support or 
internet usage as a point of analysis, the work of Gray, Downing, Pullen and Paradis 
incorporate aspects which are particularly applicable to this research.  
Mary L Gray’s ethnographic study (2009b, 2009a, 2010), while not primarily about the 
internet, looks as the role of digital media in the lives of queer youth who are either 
unable or unwilling to leave the rural areas in which they live. This inevitably involves 
an examination of place as Gray challenges the assumption that rural queer lives 
involve isolation and invisibility. In addition, she writes,  
We cannot examine the social relations of power that produce the meaning 
of LGBT identities without a careful consideration of how locations, rural 
locales and their engagement with new media in this case matter to those 
social relations (Gray, 2010, p. 291). 
The concept of queer realness, or narratives of authenticity, arose when Gray observed 
rural youth using online representations as tools to craft their own sense of identity. 
She also describes how the young people in her study used material found online to, 
“confirm the existence of queerness beyond their locales and to strategize about how to 
bring that queerness home to roost” (Gray, 2009a, p. 127). This concept involves an 
interplay between online and offline as the implication is that these online tools actively 
shape how young people see themselves in their surroundings, rather than simply 
functioning as a testing ground for identity.  
While Gray’s research shows similarities to this study, it does put much greater 
emphasis on the experience of being from a rural area as well as taking a queer analysis 
which examines the political ramifications of community organising and identity 
politics. The US has a much more fragmented record than Ireland when it comes to 
LGBT rights, as rather than a straight line of progress, their state based governance 
has led to a vast different between states. Ireland still experiences a rural/urban divide, 
particularly when it comes to Dublin and the rest of the country, but each legal step 
made has applied to everyone irrespective of location, which arguably leads to a less 
fragmented sense of political activism than that which Gray describes. Also, while Gray 
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does focus on space, she also puts a much greater focus on public space, as adapted from 
Habermas’ (1989) work on the public sphere, and how community identity is negotiated 
in public spaces, for instance when she examines the performance of drag by a group of 
young people at Wal-Mart. I would argue that while she does examine the process of 
identity, she places much more focus on politics and the construction of a generalised 
sense of ‘rural queer-youth identities’ as opposed to examining an individualised 
process of identity and what that means for individual belonging.  
Gary Downing (2013) has taken a similar approach when he examined the experiences 
of non-heterosexual youth in the UK and specifically addressed the complexity and 
relationship between online and offline experiences. He takes a specifically spatial 
approach, noting that “the ways in which internet technologies are used to facilitate 
speciﬁc socio-sexual relations in virtual and material realities remain under-
researched” (Downing, 2013, p. 45). In particular, he challenges the “uni-directional” 
relationship between online and offline that has previously characterised research 
about non-heterosexual internet usage. Downing’s study found that the internet was 
widely used for support in exploring identity, information seeking and connecting with 
peers. Like Gray, Downing also puts a stronger focus on immediate material realities, 
performativity and ‘the significance of the body’, for example, examining how use of 
webcams or profile pictures represent an embodied performance which is presented 
online. He also highlights the blurring of online and offline realities as young people 
described connecting with people online who they had met offline and vice versa. 
Downing put a strong focus on LGBT social networking sites, examining the ways in 
which they were used for connecting with others in a safe, anonymous environment, 
while simultaneously the structures and restrictions around those sites, such as 
membership rules, were often resisted. Downing suggests that future research could 
further examine, “How non-heterosexual young people construct positive identities and 
new socio-sexual trajectories from this virtual support in rural and urban areas” 
(Downing, 2013, p. 55). This study addresses that call by focusing on the construction 
of positive identities and the effect it has on how non-heterosexual youth find support 
and define themselves in the areas where they live.  
Pullen (2009, 2007) has explored narrative potential through the concept of imagined 
gay communities and the idea of new storytelling. He sees new storytelling as offering 
“narratives of transition, confidence, and authority, involving the rejection of 
oppressive mythologies, and the construction of new enlightened frames” (Pullen, 2009, 
p. 14). Focusing on young non-heterosexuals who are often constrained by 
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heteronormativity and stigma, Pullen argues that new storytelling offers opportunity 
for “reconstructing frames of social possibility normally only open to heterosexuals” 
(Pullen, 2009, p. 167). This storytelling creates opportunities for community which he 
describes as ”philosophical” rather than “physical”. However, the question arises of 
what potential there is for new storytelling to affect the physical? How do young people 
incorporate the narratives and storytelling that they encounter online into their 
physical worlds or their sense of place? While Pullen’s work offers a macro theory of 
how identity is shaped online through storytelling, this study addresses the concept at 
a micro level by asking what this process looks like for individuals.  
Finally, Paradis (2016) describes how previous research on this topic typically takes 
either a qualitative or quantitative approach while she uses mixed method research. 
Similar to Hillier and Harrison’s (2007) idea of being space deprived, she uses the idea 
of “shrunken spaces” to explain how LGBT youth turn to the internet to encounter 
opportunities which may be unavailable to them offline. She found that socializing was 
the biggest reason given for using LGBT online environments followed by gaining 
information about LGBTQ lives, feeling a sense of belonging and to cope with a difficult 
life. Her study did focus explicitly on LGBT online environments, which may exclude 
certain types of internet usage. For example, would a young person watching coming 
out videos on YouTube constitute that as being use of an LGBT online environment? 
While she does offer insight into the reasons for usage, this may not reflect what young 
people find supportive, particularly if no restrictions are given for the characteristics of 
the online spaces where they find that support. Paradis draws attention to the need to 
establish a stronger connection between the “presence or absence of offline LGBTQ 
communities and friends” with internet usage and she calls for future research to 
examine, “the factors that influence online behaviour and sense of community” (ibid, p. 
98). Both aims have been incorporated into the current study. Paradis also puts a focus 
on de-pathologising perceptions of LGBT internet usage as she describes stereotypes of 
usage for sex or because of a lack of social skills, two stereotypes that she found no basis 
for in her research. She defines this as a new research agenda which “is less 
pathologizing, which focuses more on issues of relatedness, identity and 
belonging.”(ibid, p. 98). While the current study does not deal with the same issues of 
pathologizing which Paradis does, it does continue this research agenda by taking a 
critical look at narratives of vulnerability, as well putting a focus on issues of 
relatedness, identity and belonging in the examination of place. 
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4.6 Conclusion 
This chapter has provided an overview of the relevant research surrounding non-
heterosexual internet usage and the interaction between that usage, support, and 
place. Understanding how young non-heterosexuals in Ireland use the internet is 
something which can offer greater insight and opportunity to those who work with these 
young people in developing policy and providing services. The research discussed in this 
chapter points to the influence the Internet can play in identity development and 
positive mental health. When you consider the fact that non-heterosexual adolescence 
is typically associated with high levels of online activity plus the potential absence of 
peer / parental support or local support services for those who inhabit shrunken spaces 
(Paradis, 2016), it becomes even more important to understand the role that the 
Internet plays for non-heterosexual youth, particularly in early stages of identity 
development and acceptance. 
There are a variety of options for non-heterosexual youth to access online. Whether it 
is Tumblr or YouTube, chatting or watching, creating or observing, non-heterosexual 
youth can access spaces which offer opportunity that may be absent in their daily lives. 
What we do not know much about is why young people choose certain options over 
others. Is it random or are there factors which lead towards certain types of content or 
usage? Does one’s life context play a role in the type and level of support they find 
online? As described in Chapter 2, Cohler and Hammack believe that differences in how 
non-heterosexual youth are conceptualised are attributable to: 
 …a  failure to fully acknowledge the salience of context—including cohort, 
geographic location, and the larger socio-historical context of development—
in understanding the relationship between identity and lived experience 
(Cohler and Hammack, 2007, p. 48).  
All the research described in this chapter has been based in the United States or other 
areas outside of Ireland. While this certainly does not invalidate the applicability of 
those findings, there is a need to establish how the internet functions in Ireland, which 
means acknowledging a different cohort, geographical location and socio-historical 
context than has been examined previously on this topic. While it is possible to theorise 
around these questions and their answers, ultimately, it is young people themselves 
who can offer the greatest insight into their motivations and actions. This study 
attempts to examine the internet usage of non-heterosexual youth in Ireland by 
focusing on a wider life context which considers offline lived experience as well as the 
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meanings and importance that the young people themselves attribute to their use of 
online spaces.  
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5 METHODOLOGY 
5.1 Introduction 
This chapter will provide a comprehensive overview of the methodology and research 
design chosen and implemented within this study. Crotty (1998) observes that research 
terminology is often used interchangeably and without structure. He determined that 
there are four main elements of research design; epistemology, theoretical perspective, 
methodology and methods, and that each of these elements represents a level of 
interrelated and hierarchal decision making on behalf of the researcher. This chapter 
will discuss the research design addressing each of Crotty’s four elements, before 
discussing the practical considerations and decisions made across both stages of the 
research. 
5.2 Research Design  
Ridenour and Newman (2008) argue that research design decisions should be driven by 
the research purpose and the research question. They also argue that validity is 
achieved when there is consistency between the research purpose, research questions 
and research methods. Considering this, it is worth restating that the purpose of this 
study is to explore how non-heterosexual youth in Ireland use the internet for support 
and in the context of place, with a focus on their perceptions and the meaning they 
assign to their experiences.  
The research questions are: 
1. What value do non-heterosexual youth in Ireland place on their internet usage? 
2. How do non-heterosexual youth use the internet for support in Ireland? 
3. How does the internet usage of non-heterosexual youth affect their sense of 
place? 
4. How does place influence the importance of internet usage for non-heterosexual 
youth in Ireland? 
Additional sub-questions which need to be answered are: 
1. How do non-heterosexual youth perceive their own self-identity and identity 
development? 
2. What support do non-heterosexual youth need? 
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Epistemology involves assumptions about the nature of knowledge or “how we know 
what we know” (Crotty, 1998, p. 8). Guba and Lincoln (1994) suggest epistemology is 
the relationship between one who wants to know and what can be known. While 
ontology, or assumptions about the nature of reality form the basis for epistemology, as 
both Crotty (1998) and Guba and Lincoln (1994) note, both are interdependent and 
cannot contradict, hence Crotty uses epistemology as a standalone element in his four 
research design elements. 
A constructivist epistemology is based on the idea that reality is, “subjective, consisting 
of narratives or meanings constructed/ co-constructed by individuals and others within 
a specific social context” (Hesse-Biber et al., 2015, p. 3). As discussed in the literature 
review, the process of developing and accepting a sexual identity is a deeply personal 
one. While many youth may follow a similar trajectory as to how their identity develops, 
each person will have their own unique story complete with their own moments that 
stand out as being important to their personal narrative (Eliason and Schope, 2007; 
Hammack and Cohler, 2009a). The challenge within this research is to explore internet 
use within the context of an individual’s story. For example, the first research question 
asks, “What value do non-heterosexual youth in Ireland place on their internet usage?” 
This question is not just about understanding the online practices of non-heterosexual 
youth, but rather understanding which practices were meaningful from the perspective 
of various young people. This meaning itself is also influenced by a wider range of 
contextual factors, for example, what type of an environment the person lives in, the 
support or acceptance they perceive from family/friends, the resources available to 
them, or how they perceive their own sexual identity. A constructivist epistemology 
sees knowledge as contained in individual constructions of reality and the researcher’s 
role is to attempt to both understand those constructions and also to identify elements 
of consensus between them (Guba and Lincoln, 1994). Considering this background, the 
study employs a constructivist approach which acknowledges the social constructionist 
nature of identity and positions the researcher as one seeking to understand the reality 
of the participants, rather than one objective, knowable reality.  
One’s approach to knowledge generally leads towards a particular type of research 
approach such as qualitative, quantitative, or mixed methods (Creswell, 2013).  
As the aim in qualitative research is to study phenomena based on the meanings that 
others assign to them (Denzin and Lincoln, 2005; Ridenour and Newman, 2008), 
qualitative design was chosen to best fit the needs of the research aims and the 
epistemological background identified. While it is possible to combine qualitative and 
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quantitative by using mixed-methods research, there can be an issue if the theoretical 
drive used is inconsistent or contradictory, for example taking a positivist approach and 
then switching to a constructivist approach (Morse, 2003), which makes it important 
that the main theoretical approach used is identified and consistent throughout the 
research design. Even if elements of quantitative methods are present, such as in a 
mixed method design, it is still possible to prioritize a qualitative lens, through taking 
a qualitatively driven approach based on a “common core assumption that social reality 
is constructed and that subjective meaning is a critical component of knowledge-
building” (Hesse-Biber et al., 2015, p. 4). To summarize, the theoretical framework in 
this study utilizes a constructivist epistemology in which an interpretative, 
qualitatively driven approach is used.  
Methodology choices are based on the question of how an inquirer can go about finding 
what it is they want to know (Guba and Lincoln, 1994). Considering the lack of Irish 
based research into non-heterosexual internet usage as well as the issues identified 
around minority stress within Irish LGBT research, there is an exploratory element 
present within this study. As such, the methodology needed to have a deep focus on 
individual lived experience, while also providing enough flexibility to address some of 
the wider sub research questions such as “How do non-heterosexual youth perceive 
their own self-identity and identity development?” and “What support do non-
heterosexual youth require?”. 
In the early stages of the study, hermeneutic phenomenology had been considered as a 
methodological approach as it studies a phenomenon in a way which places focus upon 
"people's perceptions of the world in which they live in and what it means to them; a 
focus on people's lived experience" (Langdridge, 2007, p. 4). While this is relevant to the 
purpose of the study, adopting a phenomenological methodology has certain 
expectations and restrictions surrounding the methods themselves such as sample size, 
interviewing and analysis techniques (Groenewald, 2008). These restrictions were 
considered too limiting considering the research questions as they would impair the 
possibility of conducting more exploratory research in addition to in-depth interviews. 
However, the guiding idea behind phenomenology, understanding a phenomenon 
through the meaning given to it by those who experience it, remains a core concept 
within this study and a motivating factor in making methodological decisions. 
Additionally, Guba and Lincoln (1994) highlight that hermeneutic based methodologies 
are most appropriate to constructivist research.  
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Inherent in narrative research is the idea that cultural and historical context are 
essential to understanding lived experience. A narrative analysis asks questions about 
the stories people tell, such as why they chose to tell a story a particular way or what 
cultural discourses they used in their telling (Riessman and Speedy, 2007). Considering 
the importance given to space within this study, analysing the full context of how 
someone places their own story is something which will make the analysis richer and 
containing a stronger phenomenological focus. As narrative approaches have become 
more popular, Riessman (2013, p. 256) cautions against the overuse of the word 
narrative as it can become divorced from the concept of narrative, instead becoming, 'a 
mere metaphor''. The danger she outlines in this is that such clumsy uses of narrative 
separate it from one of its essential parts, "Particularity - lives located in specific times 
and places". The importance of capturing particularity has been one of the highest 
priorities within this study from the beginning and this has been a key consideration 
in choosing a methodology rooted in narrative. In addition, as Schiff (2012) has argued, 
the most important aspect of narrative is not, “the arrangement of speech elements into 
a particular order but the kinds of actions that can be accomplished with narratives” 
(Schiff, 2012, p. 1), or in other words, “How do persons, in time and space, make sense 
of life experience?” (Schiff, 2012, p. 45). Another primary goal when using narrative 
research is to find patterns which are similar while also acknowledging lived 
experiences which make an individual’s story different (Josselson, 2006). The focus on 
lived experience and the role of place and context which narrative research provides 
makes it a particularly useful methodological tool within this study. There is precedent 
for taking a narrative approach with sexual minority research. For example, Hammack 
and Cohler edited a collection of narrative perspectives on sexual identity stating that 
the narrative approach, "restores a focus on the voices of sexual subjects and hence 
provides access to the meaning-making process as it is actively lived and embodied in 
word, thought, and action" (Hammack and Cohler, 2009c, p. xvi). In addition, Kuper 
and Mustanski (2014) used a narrative analysis in their study of the internet’s 
influence on the sexual identity development of same-sex attracted youth. They 
interviewed 32 participants, creating narrative summaries for each one, before 
presenting four specific cases. These four narratives were picked and highlighted to “(a) 
depict variations in the frequency and impact of Internet use, and (b) explore how these 
variations interact with the content, tone, and form of identity development 
narratives"( Kuper and Mustanski, 2014, p. 504). Harper et al (2009) took what they 
termed a ‘phenomenological and narrative framework’ in their study of gay and 
bisexual male internet usage as they had a dual purpose of seeking to understand 
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individual stories but also wider sociocultural shared narratives. Essentially, they used 
this framework as a methodological lens through which they conducted survey and 
interview research which presented segments of stories clustered into categories of 
narratives. Similarly, this study uses a narrative approach with a basis in 
phenomenology which prioritises the collection and analysis of both stories and 
narratives in order to study the meaning which participants ascribe to their internet 
usage.  
5.3 Sequential Qualitative Design 
The decision was made to use a sequential design which allows for an initial, 
exploratory understanding of the experiences of non-heterosexual youth and 
contextualises current Irish research on the topic, followed by a second stage which 
focuses much more on the lived experience of individuals. Within mixed-method 
research the use of multiple stages, also known as components, can induce complexity 
as it is important to ensure that the theoretical drive behind the research is not 
conflicting between the two stages (Morse et al., 2006). However, the theoretical drive 
has been clearly defined as operating in a qualitative, constructivist approach and that 
has been maintained between both stages of the research. The specific methods used in 
this design are an initial questionnaire which uses both open ended and closed 
questions, followed by in-depth narrative based interviews use to illustrate context. 
Morse offers the following justification for when multiple qualitative methods should 
be considered mixed method: 
When qualitative data types, levels of analysis, or participant perspectives 
are different enough that it is necessary for the two methods to be handled 
differently and to be kept apart, we have the rationale for using mixed 
method design. When one of the components is complete and forms the 
theoretical base and the other component supplements the core component, 
we have a qualitative mixed method design. (Morse, 2010, p. 491) 
 
This study uses two distinct stages in which stage two is supplementary to stage one 
and in which both components are handled separately. The data collection was split 
into two stages, with stage one consisting of an online questionnaire featuring both 
qualitative and quantitative questions, while maintaining a qualitative focus, and stage 
two consisting of in-depth narrative based follow up interviews with eight of the 
questionnaire participants. In this approach, the first stage of the research answers 
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questions which drive the analysis and creates a framework which is then addressed 
within the second stage. While it does not consist of a separate quantitative and 
qualitative stage, it follows the same rationale as a Sequential Mixed Design as Stage 
Two of the study is directly informed and resulting from Stage One. (Tashakkori and 
Teddlie, 2003). The aim behind using this type of approach is not to cross validate the 
results, but rather to provide a better context within which to understand each part of 
the study.  
Stage one allows for a much more exploratory piece which develops a conceptual 
understanding based on a larger sample, while stage two builds upon these concepts by 
providing an individualised look at context. Patton (1999) offers an example of 
complementary use of data as he describes quantitative indicators, such as a teenage 
pregnancy rate, which is then illuminated by case studies providing the story behind 
specific teenage pregnancies, highlighting differences across factors like age. This study 
takes a similar approach as the questionnaire offers big pictures trends of usage and 
importance which are then illustrated in the specific stories of various individuals 
whose life stories differ in significant ways. The results obtained from stage two provide 
a deeper understanding of the experience of finding support online, which combined 
with the results from stage one, offer a much more detailed analysis of what is currently 
known on the topic in Ireland.  
Initially, the plan was to structure findings chapters in a sequential manner with one 
chapter outlining questionnaire results and the remaining chapters assessing interview 
data. However, in practice this did not flow correctly and due to the extensive 
qualitative data gained from the questionnaire, it led to chapter sizes which were too 
large and sections which were disjointed. Instead the decision was made to structure 
the chapters in a way which sequentially answered the questions of the research, 
moving from the larger Irish context to a specific analysis of internet usage within that 
context and then, finally, looking at how the internet operates within the context of an 
individual’s life through an analysis of their own story. In practice, this means that the 
first findings chapter is exclusively based on questionnaire data, the second uses a 
combination of interview and questionnaire data and the final one focuses only on 
interview data. Figure 1 shows how the findings chapters incorporate data from both 
stages with Chapter Six using only data from stage one, Chapter Seven using a 
combination of data from stage one and two, and Chapter Eight using only data from 
stage two.  
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Figure 1: Outline of stages and chapter breakdown 
Structuring the findings this way allows a logical progression from a large concept, 
macro approach to a highly contextualised, individual micro approach, with the macro 
informing the micro. Additionally, the presentation of the findings follow a progression 
from conceptual to categorical to contextual. Chapter Six addresses a larger conceptual 
understanding of identity development, mental health and support. Drawing from the 
concepts developed in Chapter Six, Chapter Seven addresses categories of internet 
usage and the ways in which they can function practically. Finally, Chapter Eight 
builds upon this by situating internet use in a life context and looking at the specific 
role which the internet plays in relation to place.  
5.4 Considerations and Decisions 
This section will discuss some of the general considerations and decisions made across 
both stages of the research.   
5.4.1 Non-heterosexual: Determining the recruitment and description terms used for participants 
As discussed in Chapter 1, sexual identity labels are loaded terms which carry with 
them certain assumptions and expectations. For this reason, the use of identity specific 
language for recruitment and description of participants in this study carries its own 
set of limitations, assumptions and possibilities. Two questions which highly influenced 
Chapter 5: Methodology 
 
65 
 
the eventual choice of terminology were who will be discouraged from participation and 
how will participants be characterised as a whole?  The question of who will be 
discouraged from participation arises when considering umbrella terms for recruitment 
such as LGB or queer. Considering the potential of a post-gay attitude among young 
people in Ireland, would umbrella terms such as these exclude those who identify 
outside of that term, for instance those who are pansexual? As this research is engaging 
with the potential of an emancipation narrative or young people being exposed to 
alternative identity options online, there was an increased need to ensure that the 
recruitment term used would appear inclusive, rather than exclusive of those who 
identity beyond more traditional identity labels.  Same-sex attracted is one term which 
was considered. However, considering the discussion from the literature review in 
Chapter 2, I took the advice of Savin-Williams and Ream (2007) who suggest focusing 
on the specific characteristics necessary for the study rather than a general concept of 
sexual orientation. For this study, the concept of identity is the most significant 
characteristic and it is possible for someone to experience same-sex attraction and yet 
continue to identify and see themselves as heterosexual, which made the term same-
sex attracted a poor choice.  
The question of how participants will be characterised is one which deserves careful 
consideration, particularly when it comes to the word queer. Mary L. Gray (2009a) 
explains that while many of the young people she studied were more likely to identify 
as lesbian, gay, bisexual or transgender than queer, she considers their identity work 
and the disruption it causes to their heteronormative surroundings to be queer. She 
describes her usage of the word queer as representing a concept which is “less 
intentionally claimed by individuals than unpredictably carried out through their 
interactions” (Gray, 2009a, p. 27). While queer can be used as an umbrella term for 
sexual identity which challenges heteronormativity, the word does have further 
connotations. Savin-Williams writes that queer “describes sexuality less than it 
suggests one's philosophical, political agenda or lifestyle” (Savin-Williams, 2006, p. 8), 
which is problematic if queer is being used a term of recruitment or as a descriptor of 
participants who may not actively consider themselves to be queer.  Hammack and 
Cohler (2009a) describe a heated argument at a research seminar on sexual identity 
between a young man who comfortably identified as gay and another young man who 
took a deconstructionist, queer approach to identity. As the authors note, this emotional 
argument was not simply about labels, but rather it was a highly personal issue which 
particularly threatened the narrative of identity for the man who identified as gay. 
From my own anecdotal experience, I recall a very heated conversation between 
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community organisers of a Pride event over which identity label to use in marketing 
the event. While LGBT, LGBTQ and gay were the main contenders, there were some 
members of the group who took strong objection to the word queer, citing their 
experience of homophobic abuse which featured the word queer. These two highly 
charged instances indicate the potential issue that would arise if participants are 
recruited without using the word queer as an umbrella term, only for them to be 
labelled as such in this research without their permission. The decision not to use the 
word queer is partly based in my own experience, but ultimately, I simply did not feel 
comfortable with using the word queer to describe participants unless they expressed 
acceptance with this, which was not a practical option here.  
Based on the above factors, the decision was made to use the term non-heterosexual as 
a recruitment term. The term non-heterosexual gives the clearest definition of who is 
and is not included under the label and it carries much lower level of connotations 
compared to queer. Targeting the study to those who consider themselves to be non-
heterosexual allows for participation among those who may not identify as LGBTQ and 
it also ensures that participants are aware of how their sexuality will be characterised 
within this study. I do acknowledge that the term non-heterosexual is not without issue. 
It presupposes and reinforces a binary opposition that is clearly based in the 
structuralist notions which queer theory challenges and it prioritises a view that 
heterosexuality is normal and anything outside that is othered (Katz, 1995). However, 
the term does not presuppose certain identity expectations which was critical for this 
study. Conducting Irish based research which explores how non-heterosexual people 
identify without using LGBT as a recruitment term offers an original contribution 
towards an area which needs further research.  The word non-heterosexual, when taken 
as a descriptor, allows participation for those who identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual, and 
queer or for those who use another identity label or do not attribute any identity label 
to their sexuality. In their study of non-heterosexual relationships, Weeks et al (2001) 
use the term non-heterosexuality to describe those under the LGBTQ banner as well as 
those, “others historically consigned to the margins of our culture” (2001, p. 109). They 
also mention the normative assumptions and gendered behaviour patterns which 
characterises heterosexual relationships as fundamentally different than the reality 
experienced in most non-heterosexual relationships, thereby justifying a non-
heterosexual category as worthy of investigation. The one factor that different labels 
have in common is that they all represent people who are outside of a heterosexual 
norm and yet still must live in a largely heteronormative society. From a research point 
of view, that is the key characteristic of the participants required for this research.  
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Ultimately, the decision to use the term non-heterosexual is admittedly problematic, 
but having considered the options available, it was determined that this decision best 
serves the research aims and objectives while respecting the participants and their self-
identification.  
5.4.2 Researcher Credibility  
Patton encourages researchers, “to report any personal and professional information 
that may have affected data collection, analysis, and interpretation either negatively 
or positively in the minds of users of the findings" (Patton, 1999, p. 1198). This acts as 
a method of self-reflexivity for the researcher and it also allows readers to have a full 
picture when drawing their conclusions on the credibility of the researcher. I identify 
as gay and grew up in a conservative religious environment which offered only negative 
impressions of LGBT sexuality and lives. The internet played a very important role in 
my own journey of sexual identity formation and acceptance because it introduced me 
to positive representations of LGBT sexuality and caused me to change my own 
narrative and the possibilities I saw for my life. I also attended an LGBT support 
service and found a community of friends which acted as a huge source of support. This 
study initially arose out of that personal experience as I wondered whether my 
experience was an unusual occurrence or one which would be shared by others. As I 
began to explore research relating to LGBT youth while studying for my Msc in 
Equality Studies, I also noticed that an appreciation or acknowledgement of the 
internet’s role in supporting young people was almost entirely absent from the 
literature in Ireland. Early anecdotal evidence from friends paired with a preliminary 
review of international literature on the topic led me to strongly suspect that the 
internet does play an important role, at least to some non-heterosexual youth. This 
belief has inevitably influenced the study, but with the caution that I am careful not to 
assume that all or most young people share my experience or validate my assumptions. 
If anything, I was motivated by the desire to understand why experiences varied. Why, 
for example, was the internet so important to me, while it may have played a minor 
role for a friend? One method I used to combat bias was to deconstruct my own 
assumptions and attitudes to concepts. The first two literature chapters involve 
questioning assumptions behind concepts such as sexual identity or space and the 
internet, while the findings construct concepts of support and minority stress based on 
the research participants own perspectives in an attempt to limit any bias that my own 
previous expectations and understanding may have on the elements that make up the 
research.  
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5.4.3 Criteria for participation 
Participation in the study was dependent upon meeting two conditions. Participants 
had to be aged between 18 and 25 and they also had to consider themselves to be non-
heterosexual. Initially, I had considered including those under 18, however, after 
considering the complications this would pose to obtaining ethical approval and 
ensuring confidentiality, the decision was made to restrict participation to those over 
the age of 18.  
Savin-Williams (2006) has highlighted issues with basing youth research on 
recollections from adults as the passage of time can vastly change perceptions of the 
past. Additionally both Savin-Williams and Pullen (2014b) have expressed issue with 
recollections as there is a difference between the immediate experience of living life and 
the distance and process of remembering it. The age range selected for this research is 
biased towards recollection based research. The most common age that an LGBT person 
becomes aware of their sexual orientation in Ireland is 12 and the most common age to 
tell someone is 16 (Higgins et al., 2016a), while the age range for participation in this 
study is 18 to 25. In practice, the participants displayed various levels of recollection or 
immediate experience and that varied even among ages. There was an 18-year-old who 
spoke about his struggles with a strong past tense, describing how things were before 
he moved on and adjusted, just as there was a 25-year-old who expressed deep pain at 
the repercussions from the coming out process she was still enduring. Some talked 
strongly about how much things have changed and how different they were now when 
discussing events that occurred in the previous year. Additionally, the fact that the age 
range is still based in a period of young adulthood ensures that the period of time 
elapsed between immediate experience and recollection is not too large. There are also 
potential benefits to focusing on recollections. For instance Savin-Williams (1998) 
himself asked questions of gay men across their life course in order to capture the 
context and narrative of their lives and see the variance between their stories, while 
others have researched non-heterosexual internet use from a life course narrative 
perspective which relies upon the ability to retell a narrative story (Harper et al., 2009; 
Kuper and Mustanski, 2014).  Considering the research aims in this study, the ability 
to develop context and the opportunity to consider how individuals reflexively construct 
their narratives of identity justify the target age range and the consequent use of 
recollections.  
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There were no limitations made with regards to gender identity so participants who 
identify as transgender or outside the traditional gender binary were welcome to 
participate if they met the entry conditions.  
Probability sampling of non-heterosexual populations face a number of challenges 
which make it a less common option for conducting research, such as the relatively 
small size of the target population and prohibitive cost (Institute of Medicine (U.S.), 
2011). Instead of attempting to overcome these difficulties, a purposive sample was 
chosen as the goal was to generate a sample which would address the research 
questions (Robson, 2002).  
5.4.4 Ethical Considerations 
The DCU Research Ethics Committee granted the study ethical approval on the 21st of 
October 2013. As written previously, the decision was made to restrict the study to 
those aged over 18 as this simplifies the process of ethical approval and ensures no 
issues about confidentiality between participants and their parents. The questionnaire 
used implied informed consent and included a plain language statement on the first 
page. The questionnaire and interview were treated separately when it came to 
informed consent even though the interview participants were sourced from the 
questionnaire. All interviewees were given a new plain language statement and an 
informed consent form for the interview. The plain language statement was also sent 
to interview participants by email in advance of their interview so that they knew 
exactly what this stage of the study would involve beforehand.  
5.4.5 Software 
The quantitative data from the questionnaire was examined in both SPSS and 
Microsoft Excel. While a high level of competency was not required in these programs 
due to the need for descriptive rather than inferential analysis, I did complete a module 
in quantitative research analysis to understand the possibilities and options for 
completing quantitative analysis using statistical analysis software. 
The software package MAXQDA was used to assist in qualitative analysis of both the 
questionnaire data and the interview transcripts. The process of coding and recoding 
can involve rearrangement and reclassifying of categories as the coding is refined 
through multiple stages (Saldaña, 2009). This software was used as it provides a useful 
interface for rearranging and naming codes and categories which aids in organisation, 
particularly considering the use of two qualitative data sets.  
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5.4.6 Coding Decisions and Structure 
In his coding handbook, Saldaña (2009) describes how the choice of different types or 
‘filters’ of codes will vary depending on the methodological approach favoured by the 
researcher and ideally by the research questions themselves. While the approach taken 
varied slightly for each stage, some constant filters were used. Simultaneous coding 
was used, in which passages can have more than one code. This was necessary as some 
quotes and responses covered ground across chapters. For example, the following quote 
describes a need to identify an orientation which covers concepts of support needs in 
the first findings chapter, but it simultaneously describes a form of informal learning 
facilitated by the internet which is relevant within the second findings chapter.  
Without online resources, I would have had no way of even identifying my 
orientation, let alone working through what it means for me and my 
relationships. 
Repeated cycles of structural coding were used to develop an overview of the data using 
both a priori and emergent pattern codes. Structural coding utilises content based or 
conceptual phrases to assess the concepts behind the topics, words and discourses 
which participants used within their answers (Saldaña, 2009). Structural coding is 
recommended for interviews and it is also acknowledged as being useful for open ended 
survey questions. This was followed by deeper theoretical, development of themes and 
subthemes using pattern coding which was also repeated as necessary.  
While it may appear that general data was used across sections, there was a clear 
methodological separation between how the analysis was conducted and managed in 
relation to the three findings chapters to ensure that data was not mixed and matched 
independently of analysis. While a grounded theory methodology was not specifically 
employed, the approach taken is similar to a grounded theory approach in that theory 
was inductively generated from the data (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). In a sense Chapter 
6 was used to set the parameters for analysis, ensuring that this is based on participant 
contribution rather than researcher assumption, and Chapters 6 and 7 were both built 
upon this analysis with the theory emerging from the data. For full clarity and 
transparency, I will outline the way in which data was structured and used within each 
findings chapter.  
Chapter 6 used closed questions about level of comfort with sexual orientation and 
positive or negative impact to provide an overview of general trends within the sample. 
The open-ended questionnaire answers which addressed concepts of minority stress or 
mental health, identity and support were presented within this chapter. Overall the 
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chapter does not focus on the internet or concepts of internet usage. It should also be 
noted that interview data was not used in Chapter 6 as this analysis was already 
completed before the interviews. While interview participants did address the concepts 
in Chapter 6, often in powerful ways, considering the sequential nature of the research, 
it was important to maintain the integrity and clarity of the concepts developed in stage 
one as an independent piece of research.  
Chapter 7 begins by presenting the quantitative answers given in the questionnaire 
surrounding internet use, particularly the categories of use highlighted by participants 
as being important. The chapter uses data from both the questionnaire and the 
interviews to illustrate various types of internet usage and address how the internet 
was used to meet various needs identified in Chapter 6.  
Chapter 8 focuses entirely on the interview data. While chapter 7 covers questions 
addressing how and why non-heterosexual youth use the internet, the interviews 
provide a deep context for how this relates to concepts of place by presenting cases 
structured as narratives.  
The coding scheme for Chapters 6 and 7 as well as a sample of how the narrative 
biographies were coded in Chapter 8, can be viewed within Appendix A.  
5.5 Stage One – Questionnaire 
5.5.1 Questionnaire Design1 
The literature review has addressed topics such as sexual identities including those 
who identify outside the labelling of LGBTQ, the disadvantages of the minority stress 
model and stage based sexual identity models, and non-heterosexual internet use. 
However, Irish based research on each of these topics is highly underdeveloped and so 
the first stage of the study was designed to provide an overview of the cultural and 
contextual differences found between the expected and actual results when applied to 
Ireland. While the second stage of the study focuses on those who find the internet 
supportive, it is useful to situate that within a wider context of non-heterosexual youth 
practices online in Ireland e.g. do most youth surveyed find the internet supportive or 
does phase two of the study investigate a phenomenon which is relatively uncommon 
among non-heterosexual youth in Ireland? Questionnaires are considered useful when 
                                               
1 The questionnaire can be viewed in Appendix A.  
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there is a need to, “make contact with and gather responses from a relatively large 
number of people in scattered and possibly remote locations“ (Rowley, 2014, p. 2). This 
was useful to the study as it answers exploratory questions while also providing a 
homogenous and purposive sample for the second stage.  
The questionnaire itself involves 36 questions, consisting of open ended and closed 
questions which cover a variety of topics designed to provide an overview of 
demographic information, perceptions of sexual identity and support, and importance 
and categories of internet usage. The survey required no identifying information, but 
participants had the option to leave their email address at the end if they were willing 
to be interviewed. The questionnaire can be viewed in Appendix B.  
Rather than incorporating questions that would act as markers for minority stress and 
mental health, the questionnaire instead used a closed question about overall level of 
comfort with one’s sexual orientation followed by open ended questions asking whether 
participants felt their sexual orientation has had a positive and/or a negative impact 
on their lives. This provided space for participants to offer a reflection of their sexuality 
which they feel accurately represents themselves. For instance, if given the choice, 
would participants acknowledge negative past experience due to their sexuality even if 
they were now comfortable with it? Would they put more emphasis on the positive? 
Asking about positive and negative impacts does not presume that positivity or 
negativity will be present, but the decision of which way to frame previous negative 
experience itself gives insight into how non-heterosexual youth see themselves and puts 
the focus upon their own perception rather than an outsider’s reading of their 
circumstances and past. Participants were asked if they felt like they needed support, 
whether they had accessed support services and, if so, which services they had accessed. 
Participants were also asked if there is any support, online or offline, which they wish 
had been available to them. The questions surrounding internet usage addressed some 
of the types of usage which has been identified in other studies such as coming out 
stories (Alexander and Losh, 2010; Chirrey, 2011), sexual health information (Magee 
et al., 2012; Mitchell et al., 2014), and dating and sex (McKie et al., 2015). Participants 
were also asked, “How important or unimportant have the following internet activities 
been to you in relation to your sexual orientation?” The scale used for this was not 
designed for quantitative analysis, but rather to find out which categories of usage 
participants would prioritise. For this reason, it uses highly subjective terms such as 
“absolutely essential”. This was a deliberate choice as choosing to rank a category as 
absolutely essential represents a value based assessment that a particular activity was 
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not just ranked 5 on a scale or even ranked as very important, but instead was highly 
valued, which met the purpose of prioritising usage according to how widely it was 
valued.  
Conducting a pilot study with the target population is recommended for testing the 
questions and questionnaire before distribution (Baker and Foy, 2008). An initial pilot 
study of the questionnaire was conducted to evaluate how the questions would be both 
understood and answered. Six attendees from the Dundalk Outcomers service who 
consider themselves non-heterosexual but were slightly older than the target age group 
volunteered to take the questionnaire and provided feedback. This feedback mainly 
related to clarity of wording and any issues they identified were altered for the final 
questionnaire. Their questionnaire responses were discarded after their feedback was 
received.  
The questionnaire was conducted using Jotform, an online survey tool. While the 
questionnaire used implied consent, the first page of the survey gave an overview of the 
research project, expected involvement from participants, benefits to the participant, 
confidentiality, data protection, and right to withdraw. The second page consisted of 
two eligibility questions which ask each participant to indicate if they consider 
themselves to be heterosexual or not and to write their age.  
The link and recruitment message for the questionnaire was distributed to college 
LGBT societies, youth groups, and support services like the LGBT helpline. BelongTo 
also agreed to promote the questionnaire among their national network of youth groups. 
Participants were encouraged to pass along the link to others they know who fit the 
selection criteria which functioned as an informal method of snowball sampling.  
The questionnaire was open from the 16th of January 2015 to the 28th of May 2015 and 
132 people completed the survey. 6 of the participants did not meet the qualifying 
criteria and their entries were removed from the dataset, leaving 126 valid responses. 
55 of the participants chose to leave their emails and receive contact about further 
interviews.  
5.5.2 Quantitative analysis 
The descriptive numbers derived from the questionnaire do shed some light on the 
wider context of non-heterosexual youth in Ireland, but the purposive sampling, 
sourcing of participants and sample size are all factors which mean the questionnaire 
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is not suitable for generalisation. Additionally, the intention was to provide an overview 
of the sample using descriptive analysis.  
While both stages of the research were structured in a sequential way, there were some 
instances in which the interviews themselves challenged aspects of the questionnaire 
and this insight had a bearing on the quantitative analysis. For example, the interviews 
challenged the divisions between rural/countryside/village, town and city which were 
location options present within the questionnaire. However, during the interviews I 
found the information provided in the questionnaire on this topic to be very unreliable 
as participants described the areas they were from in ways which did not necessarily 
make such clear distinctions between rural and urban environments. For example, here 
is an excerpt from one of the interviews in which the classification of being from a 
particular town, which is actually a larger town within Ireland, did not represent the 
participant’s actual experience.  
Interviewer: Can you tell me a bit about where you grew up? 
Participant: Well I'm from [town name]. It's a small town. I've always lived 
here. 
Interviewer: Do you live in the centre of the town? 
Participant: No I never actually lived in the town, when I was growing up 
we lived outside so more country. 
Interviewer: Did it feel like you were living in the town or the country? 
Participant: More rural, more country. 
This was also an issue among participants who lived within suburbs of a city yet 
classified themselves as living in a town or a village, which while technically correct, 
does not accurately represent a more urban environment. Consequently, the questions 
surrounding area type does not form a part of the analysis.  
5.5.3 Questionnaire sample 
This section will describe the descriptive, demographic statistics of the questionnaire 
sample in areas such as age, gender, sexual orientation and sexual identity labels. 
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5.5.3.1 Age 
The questionnaire was open to participants aged between 18 and 25. The age range of 
participants was skewed towards younger ages, with a mean of 21, with 19 being the 
most common age. Figure 2 shows a distribution of age range by percentage.  
 
Figure 2: Age range of participants by percentage 
5.5.3.2 Gender 
18.2% 2 more females than males took the questionnaire with the breakdown consisting 
of 49 males (38.9%), 72 females (57.1%) and 5 participants (4%) who identified outside 
the gender binary with gender identities such as genderqueer, gender fluid or non-
binary. While 5% non-binary is not a large amount, it does point to the value of 
constructing research in a way which does not limit gender. Additionally, while 
participants were not specifically asked about being transgender, they were asked 
whether their gender reflected the gender they were assigned at birth. 7 participants 
(5.5%) indicated that their chosen gender was not the gender they were assigned at 
birth indicating that they are not cisgender.   
                                               
2 All percentages have been rounded to the first decimal place. 
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5.5.3.3 Location 
There was a typo initially in the question asking, “which county do you currently live 
in” as the word written was “country” rather than “county”. Unfortunately, this was not 
identified during the pilot study and it was changed when noticed once the 
questionnaire was open. Most of the participants who encountered the typo read the 
word as county according to their answers, but some answered country and others chose 
“I would prefer not to answer this question”.  
Overall, 107 (84.9%) participants did disclose their county. 54 participants currently 
lived in Dublin and 53 currently lived outside Dublin. Additionally, 26 of those from 
Dublin indicated that they had previously lived in another county before the age of 18, 
meaning that overall 79 (62.9%) participants had some experience growing up outside 
of Dublin. This may also suggest that some moved to Dublin for work or college as an 
adult or older teen, which would not be atypical. 
5.5.3.4 Sexual attraction 
Participants were asked separate questions about sexual attraction and sexual identity 
to establish both how their attractions fit into typical identity labels as well as how they 
chose to self-identify. Figure 3 shows the breakdown of which descriptions participants 
chose. These descriptions are not filtered by gender so, for example, ‘Mostly attracted 
to males’, could be chosen by males or females. As well as the 5 categories which were 
pre-filled, an additional three were created during analysis to describe the additional 
descriptions which participants entered themselves. These are ‘Asexual or elements of 
predominantly asexuality’, ‘Attraction to males and females with an additional non-
binary element’, and ‘Other’.  
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Figure 3: Sexual orientation of participants 
91.3% of participants selected from the given sexual orientation description options.  
Four participants (3.2%), indicated attraction to both males and females but they also 
specified an additional non-binary element.  
“Equally attracted to males, females, and those who identify outside of the 
gender binary” – 19-year-old, non-binary. 
“I'm just attracted to humans” – 21-year-old female. 
An additional 4 participants (3.2%) used descriptions which indicated some level of 
asexuality.  
“Only attracted to males, but quite rarely attracted at all” – 21-year-old 
male. 
“Romantically attracted to multiple genders, sexually attracted to no one” – 
24-year-old non-binary. 
Three participants used descriptions which did not fit into the above descriptions, with 
two saying they were, “Not sure”.  
When filtered by gender, 45.2% of participants are exclusively attracted to the same 
sex, 19.8% are mostly attracted to the same sex and 19% reported equal attraction to 
both males and females. Figure 4 shows this breakdown.  
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Figure 4: Sexual Orientation by Percentage 
Male and female participants showed different trends with regards to sexual 
orientation as seen in Figure 5. 65.3% of males indicated they are exclusively attracted 
to the same sex, compared to 33.3% of females, while only 8.2% of males indicated they 
are equally attracted to both sexes compared to 27.8% of females. This indicates that 
within this sample, females are more likely to have an orientation that indicates 
elements of bisexuality compared to males.  
 
Figure 5: Sexual orientation filtered by gender 
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5.5.3.5 Sexual identity  
Participants were asked, “How would you describe your sexual identity?” Seven options 
were offered as well as an ‘Other’ box. Figure 6 shows a breakdown of identity labels 
chosen. 31% of participants identified as gay, 19% as lesbian and 19% as bisexual. This 
means that while 69% of participants did identify as lesbian, gay or bisexual, 31% did 
not. This remaining 31% is diverse with 6.3% identifying as queer, 8.7% as pansexual 
and 7.1% stating that they prefer not to label their sexual identity. Participants also 
provided alternative sexual identities such as demihomosexual, androsexual and 
biromantic asexual.  
 
Figure 6: Chosen Sexual Identity Labels By Percentage 
Part of the rationale for using the term non-heterosexual as a condition for participation 
was to allow for the possibility that lesbian, gay and bisexual represent a limited part 
of the wider community. Notably, both pansexual and preference for no labels were 
represented higher than queer even though LGBTQ is often used a catch all phrase. 
The presence of high levels of pansexuality and preference for no labelling represent a 
move away from traditional identity labels. This could reflect the age profile of 
participants or the use of term non-heterosexual. In the context of assessing internet 
usage it brings up the question of which narratives and identity opportunities young 
people access online and does accessing online resources lead to changes in self-
identity? 
Gay Lesbian Bisexual Pansexual Prefer notto Label Queer OtherSexual Identity 31.0% 19.0% 19.0% 8.7% 7.1% 6.3% 8.9%
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Additionally, all four of the female participants in the interviews gave either a changed 
or more complex impression of their sexual identity than the labels they had selected 
in the questionnaire. Chloe had indicated that she preferred not to label her sexual 
identity, yet in the interview she described herself as pansexual, even though she did 
not indicate a strong identification with labelling. Amy chose lesbian as a descriptor in 
the questionnaire, yet described her recent journey of coming out as bisexual in the 
interview. Emma indicated that there was a level of performance inherent in her sexual 
identity labelling as she told how she would describe herself in certain contexts as being 
a lesbian even though she personally dislikes the word and considers herself gay. Both 
the changing nature of identity and the performance of identity are particularly evident 
in the following excerpts from Paula’s interview.  
Interviewer: And in the survey when there was a question of how would you 
describe your sexual identity and you said that you're not sure, is that still 
how you feel? 
Paula: I'm not really sure whether I'd be considered bisexual or pansexual 
but I do know that I find both men and women attractive and at the time of 
taking the survey as far as I remember I hadn't been with a female but I 
have since and I know that I like women and men. 
Interviewer: And so would you personally call yourself bisexual or pansexual 
or are you still not sure? 
Paula: Within the support group and with people who have the knowledge I 
would consider myself pansexual but to the general public if anyone's asking 
for whatever nosey reason I would say that I'm bisexual because it's just so 
much more widely known. Whereas if you say pansexual, people are like 
'what do you mean, kitchen pans?’ (laughs) But bisexuality is slightly easier 
for people to understand if they aren't in the clique. 
Interviewer: So there's a level at which you present to other people? 
Paula: Yep. 
A similar dynamic was present in all 4 of the female interviews, as the participants 
appeared to have a level at which they publicly presented an understood identity as 
well a level at which they have their own private sense of that identity, acting as a form 
of impression management (Goffman, 1956). The changes and nuances in these 
accounts highlight that even the act of asking participants about sexual identity labels 
may lead to their own assumptions that a certain type of answer is expected or 
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desirable. It also highlights that identity is a lifelong process which can be subject to 
change (Eliason and Schope, 2007).  
5.5.4 Qualitative analysis 
The open-ended questions from the questionnaire were imported into MAXQDA, a 
software tool for qualitative data analysis. Saldaña’s (2009) Coding Manual for 
Qualitative Researchers was a particularly useful resource during this stage of analysis 
as it provided a comprehensive guide to coding methods across both the initial stages 
of structural coding as well as the more in depth process of pattern coding, or as Saldaña 
calls it the first and the second cycle. I also took the advice of Auerbach and Silverstein 
(2003) who suggest that a copy of the research concerns and theoretical framework are 
used as a reference point throughout the coding process. This was particularly 
important within this study due to the ways in which chapters and data are structured 
across the various research questions. Additionally, Patton states the following to 
emphasise that a strong qualitative analysis involves a commitment to reflecting the 
essence of a phenomena or the participants, or what Saldaña (2009) describes as being 
rigorously ethical as well as a level of analysis which goes beyond that which can be 
clearly procedurally defined.  
A qualitative analyst returns to the data over and over again to see if the 
constructs, categories, explanations, and interpretations make sense, if they 
really reflect the nature of the phenomena. Creativity, intellectual rigor, 
perseverance, insight-these are the intangibles that go beyond the routine 
application of scientific procedures (Patton, 1999, p. 1205).  
5.6 Stage Two – Interviews 
5.6.1 Interview Design 
Qualitative interviews offer the opportunity to gain a greater insight into how young 
people themselves would present the narrative of their own lives and how they would 
contextualise their internet usage. Heath et. al (2009) describe qualitative interviewing 
as a youth friendly research method as it allows young people, whose voices are 
typically marginalised, to give their own accounts of their lives rather than having their 
lives analysed and interpreted by adults. The voices of non-heterosexual youth are 
certainly more likely than heterosexual youth to have experienced marginalisation 
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while there is a simultaneous risk that their lives are subject to outsider interpretation 
as evident in the critique of a suicidal script (Savin-Williams and Ream, 2003).  
Eight interviews were conducted in total. Practical considerations are necessary in 
determining sample size (Marshall et al., 2013). Considering the timeframe of the 
research and the time taken for stage one, it was not considered feasible to have a high 
number of interviews. Additionally, considering the interviews form a supplementary 
stage rather than a complete method, there are lower thresholds of saturation required 
than if the study was entirely based on the interviews (Morse, 2010).  
While the participants in this study are over 18, their recollections and interpretations 
of their experiences growing up represent a process of self-perception as participants 
construct their own sense of story and attribute meaning to it. My intention with these 
interviews was to document the individual stories which exemplify the trends revealed 
through the questionnaire. Considering the choice of sequential design, semi-
structured interviews had an advantage as they allowed for a certain amount of 
structure around the identified themes from the questionnaire, ensuring that the 
interviews did explore the findings from the first stage. The first section of the interview 
only dealt with life context asking participants to describe their own life story and 
journey of sexual identity, while the second section specifically addressed their 
experiences with the internet. This is similar to the approach Hammack et al (2009) 
used when researching sexual identity as they first asked only about identity before 
introducing questions about sexual identity. This approach meant that the participants 
were not discussing their life through the lens of the internet, unless they specifically 
brought it up, but instead they discussed their life in general before addressing how the 
internet fits into the wider story of their life. 
Additionally, the decision made was to use an adapted form of the problem-centred 
interview (PCI) (Witzel, 2000), a common method used in Germany (Scheibelhofer, 
2006), as a basis for the design and partial analysis used. The PCI combines both 
narrative and semi-structured interviewing by using questions which prompt either 
comprehension or narrative accounts. In effect, the PCI combines a deductive 
perspective which utilises prior knowledge with an inductive perspective which gives 
importance to subjective perspectives. Practically, this means the prior knowledge 
gained through stage one of this research is incorporated into the interview from the 
researcher while the opportunity to share their own subjective practical knowledge is 
incorporated from the participant, leading to a ‘discursive-dialogical reconstruction of 
a problem’ (Witzel, 2000). One suggestion when using PCI is that a questionnaire is 
Chapter 5: Methodology 
 
83 
 
used before the interview to provide demographic and social information which avoids 
the need for an initial question/answer style approach at the beginning of the interview 
and offers material to initiate conversations (Witzel, 2000). In effect, this is achieved 
through stage one of the study as each interview participant had already completed the 
questionnaire before being invited for an interview. 
5.6.2 Data Collection 
All interview participants were initially sourced through the questionnaire, meaning 
that those selected for interview had to have taken the questionnaire first. The 
participants initially contacted for interviews were chosen strategically so that the 
interview sample would meet the needs of the research aims, as is standard for 
purposive sampling (Robson, 2002). Key categories for representation were gender, age, 
sexual identity, geographical area type (rural, town or city)3, and whether or not they 
had accessed support. If a participant did not respond to the initial email or stopped 
replying after having done so initially, they were sent one follow up email asking if they 
would still like to participate in the study. If there was no reply to this email then they 
were considered non-responsive and excluded from the potential interview sample.  
Thirty participants received an interview request email. Of these, sixteen responded 
indicating interest in being interviewed, although some later became non-responsive. 
Reasons for becoming unresponsive are unknown as some who appeared to be very 
enthusiastic initially stopped replying to emails. Two participants had interviews 
scheduled which they cancelled beforehand and did not wish to reschedule.  
Arranging interviews was more problematic than anticipated. I found there was little 
way to challenge this as I had to be respectful of the fact that the participants were 
volunteering time and insight for a potentially very sensitive topic and that they should 
not feel any pressure to participate. One factor that may have contributed to non-
responsiveness is the difficulty of identifying and arranging a suitable and confidential 
interview space, a discussion that requires asking for specifics of location and 
availability. I found I had to rely on a participant’s knowledge and help in identifying 
interview spaces in geographical areas which were unfamiliar to me. If repeating this 
study, I would consider interviewing online through Skype or other means as this may 
                                               
3 As discussed previously, geographical area type did not form part of the analysis due to 
inconsistencies found during the interviews. 
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have simplified the process of arranging an interview time and location. Non-
responsiveness did affect the interview sample chosen. Some participants who were 
initially included in contact emails and who initially responded include someone who 
identified as transgender, someone who identified as asexual and someone who said 
they found the internet of little support due to the support they had from family. Cases 
such as these would have offered a more diverse selection of participants and insight. 
The target time for each interview was 1 hour. The shortest interview was 35 minutes 
long while the longest was 1 hour and 8 minutes. The interviewees were contacted 
through email and arrangements were made at a time or location which suited them. 
Interviewees were supplied with the plain language statement through email and 
asked to read it in advance of the interview. They were required to reread a hard copy 
of it and complete an informed consent form before the interview commenced. 
Interviews took place at the premises of two support services, Dublin City University, 
and three private venues. All interviews took place face to face and the audio was 
recorded. In both the initial emails and on the day of the interviews, I emphasised to 
the participants that the purpose of the interview was to gain their perspective and so 
there were no right, wrong or expected answers. They were also encouraged to correct 
any answers given from the questionnaire if they no longer felt that they were accurate 
or represented them.  
5.6.3 Analysis 
I transcribed the interviews and cleaned the transcripts by removing any identifiable 
information. Each participant has been given a pseudonym to preserve their anonymity 
and privacy. In addition, any identifying details about their location such as place 
names or the names of specific support services were removed. Table 1 outlines details 
about the interview participants according to their questionnaire answers. 
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Table 1: Overview of Interview Participants 
 
Of the 8 participants chosen, there is equal gender balance and an equal split between 
those who had and had not accessed support services. All participants expressed that 
they were comfortable with their sexual orientation, that they felt like they had needed 
support and that they found the internet either very supportive or absolutely essential. 
I would stress that the narratives presented within the interviews bore little relevance 
to the demographic categories given as the differences observed between cases were 
entirely based on a level of life context which is not represented in the table above. 
In keeping with the suggestions made for analysing the PCI, an initial coding based on 
themes and key topics from the data was generated, following the same approach as 
used with the questionnaire data from Chapter 7. Another aspect of the analysis 
involved the development of a case description which outlines the biographical process 
as told by each participant, upon which the concepts coded for each participant can then 
be situated within their story (Witzel, 2000). Witzel also encourages the use of “case 
specific main topics”, which are incorporated into Chapter Eight through the structure 
which identifies the main topic from each individual story.  
A condensed version of the biographical case descriptions created are presented as 
narrative cases in Chapter Eight. These biographies are not simply presentations of 
interview data as participants often jumped across their own timeline, circling back to 
concepts or at times speaking in contradictory terms. The challenge was to present a 
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coherent narrative in the analysis which identifies the elements of their story relevant 
to the research questions while making sure to tell it from their perspective rather than 
my own, thus ensuring the integrity of their story. The presentation of case stories is 
similar to the approach taken by Hammack et al (2009) as they presented chronological 
analyses complete with interpretation in their narrative based analysis of sexual 
identity.  
One of the participants, Thomas, was not included in the presentation of case stories in 
Chapter 8. While his interview was useful and certain sections are included in the 
previous chapter, I felt that his story and the key concepts within were very similar to 
Finn’s story and there would be little value in repeating the same main topic. The 
decision was made to present Finn’s story rather than Thomas’ story because Finn’s 
answers were generally more in depth.  
5.7 Limitations 
Patton (1999, p. 1197) states that qualitative research is “highly context and case 
dependent” and he cautions against “over-generalizing the results.” It is important to 
be transparent in emphasising that the sample and methods employed within this 
study are not representative and cannot be used to draw general inferences about the 
population studied.  
Another limitation is that the respondents were primarily contacted through groups 
and organisations. Invitations to participate in and distribute the questionnaire were 
sent to LGBT youth groups, college societies and to organisations who work with LGBT 
people. As Savin-Williams has pointed out, the type of young people who feel the need 
to associate with labels or groups are not necessarily representative of sexual minority 
youth. Ideally, it would useful to conduct a large-scale survey that targets any youth in 
Ireland irrespective of sexual identity. The data could then be used for a comparative 
study and it would also improve the sampling of sexual minorities. However, this type 
of research has not been conducted in Ireland previously, and while it would be useful 
and constructive to the current study, it would have been too large an undertaking to 
complete within the timescale and resources available. As the questionnaire was sent 
to organisations rather than individuals, it was not possible assess uptake rate. 
Consequently, it is possible that those surveyed represent a small proportion of those 
presented with the opportunity to take the questionnaire. It is also possible that those 
who did participate did so because they were particularly motivated or interested in 
the topic. Despite the limitations discussed, the questionnaire was useful in providing 
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some primary research which directly addresses some of the hypotheses arising from 
the literature review.  
Additionally, the interviews consist of a purposive sample with a deliberate bias 
towards illuminating cases. Again, this emphasises that the findings should not be 
considered representative, but rather they represent individual experiences which can 
act as case studies and examples of how the phenomenon works. 
5.8 Conclusion 
To summarise, the study adopts a narrative based, phenomenological approach 
comprising of a qualitatively focused sequential design in which the first stage of data 
collection and analysis inform the second stage. The first stage comprises of a 
questionnaire with 126 responses and the second stage uses in-depth follow up 
interviews based on an adapted form of the problem centred interview technique. As 
discussed at the beginning of this chapter, research design must be driven by the 
research purpose and research question with a consistency between the purpose, 
questions and research methods employed (Ridenour and Newman, 2008). This chapter 
has outlined a clear rationale behind the methodology employed within this study. The 
development of a sequential qualitative design, the methods used for the interviews 
and the structure of the findings chapters are relatively atypical, however, they were 
chosen with a careful focus on what would best meet the research needs.  
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6 A NUANCED PERSPECTIVE 
ON MINORITY STRESS: 
ENRICHMENT, STIGMA AND 
SUPPORT. 
6.1 Introduction 
This chapter explores participants’ perceptions of how their sexual orientation has 
impacted their lives in order to address the two sub-questions required to answer the 
primary research questions: 
1. How do non-heterosexual youth perceive their own self-identity and identity 
development? 
2. What support do non-heterosexual youth need? 
As this study uses a sequential design, this chapter will present the findings from the 
questionnaire which specifically address the gaps identified in chapter 2 around 
minority stress, identity and support, with the subsequent chapters building upon 
these findings. The analysis is based on the questionnaire questions which asked 
participants about their perceptions of positive and negative impacts and their support 
needs. It also became clear during analysis that many of the same elements which 
participants identified they needed support with were the same as the negative impacts 
they had reported, for example coming to terms with one’s sexual identity. The two 
main concepts identified in the data were enrichment and stigma and the following 
discussion about these concepts reveal how they not only describe experience, but also 
provide a framework for understanding support. The analysis offers an original 
contribution which addresses how young non-heterosexuals in Ireland view their sexual 
identity, mental health and support needs, while considering debates around minority 
stress and narratives of victimisation. The chapter will conclude by evaluating how the 
findings directly contribute towards the analysis of internet usage as presented in 
chapter 7. Understanding these experiences allows for an analysis of internet use which 
prioritises what the research participants value as supportive. For example, addressing 
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how the internet may help in the process of concepts developed within this chapter, 
such as personal enrichment or what helped in dealing with externalised stigma.  
Irish based LGBT research has incorporated Meyer’s (1995) concept of minority stress 
as a key factor in explaining mental health issues among the LGBT population in 
Ireland (Higgins et al., 2011; Kelleher, 2009; Mannix-McNamara et al., 2013; Mayock 
et al., 2009). While the concept of minority stress mirrors other concepts which seek to 
explain the difficulties of being a sexual minority such as microgressions (Nadal et al., 
2011; Sue, 2010) or stigma (Grossman, 1997; Herek, 2007), the characterisation of 
LGBT youth specifically as being at risk or prone to mental health issues has been 
criticised by some for promoting an expectation or narrative of difficulty (Cohler and 
Hammack, 2007; Savin-Williams and Ream, 2003; Talburt, 2004). Some of the authors 
of the LGBT Lives report criticised the way their research has been mischaracterised 
to give an overly negative impression of sexual minority youth in Ireland (Bryan and 
Mayock, 2016, 2012), which further reinforces the need to explore difficulties or issues 
faced without making an assumption that difficulties or issues are automatically 
present. Bryan and Mayock also criticised the way in which both researchers and 
organisations have created an image “of an isolated, victimised, and largely powerless 
young person who is ‘at risk’ of self-harm and suicide” (2012, p. 12). For this reason, it 
was important to assess how the participants in this study would position themselves 
within narratives of positivity or negativity.  
Previous Irish studies have followed an international lead in taking a psychology based 
approach, for example measuring suicide risk or mental wellbeing and providing a 
statistical and largely quantitative overview of LGBT populations in Ireland (Higgins 
et al., 2016a; Mayock et al., 2009). Irish studies which have focused on mental health 
or minority stress have been situated with nursing, health or psychology (Cannon et 
al., 2013; Kelleher, 2009; Mannix-McNamara et al., 2013; McCann and Sharek, 2014; 
Sarma and Psychol, 2007). As this study derives from a communications / media studies 
framework, it does not seek to determine the causes behind depression or suicidal 
ideation. Instead participants were asked if they felt their sexual orientation has had 
a positive impact on their life as well as if their sexual orientation has had a negative 
impact, along with the opportunity to explain their answers. This allowed participants 
to give their own perspective on and perception of how their sexual orientation has 
impacted their life, offering the ability to highlight both positive and negative narrative 
features, similar to that which Meyer (2011) did when asking his participants how their 
lives would be different without homophobia, racism and sexism. The answers given in 
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by participants in this study and the consequent themes identified are not based on a 
comprehensive analysis of factors which impact on non-heterosexual youth. Instead, 
they are based on what the youth themselves prioritise as being important from their 
perspective. This also offers the opportunity to analyse how the participants chose to 
describe themselves and their experiences.  
Questions around mental health and minority stress can and have been framed in 
terms overarching narratives and the impact they have on young people (Bryan and 
Mayock, 2012; Cohler and Hammack, 2007; Savin-Williams, 2001). Narrative scripts 
often feature in self-reflection about minority sexual identity, typically consisting of 
either an emancipation narrative or a struggle and success narrative (Cohler and 
Hammack, 2007). As Cohler and Hammack argue, the reality is that these narratives 
are not exclusive options but rather can coexist in influencing young people with the 
major factors determining their influence being cohort and geography, essentially time 
and place. Arguments around minority stress centre on the experiences of youth, 
essentially whether they reflect an emancipation or a struggle and success narrative 
(Meyer, 2010; Savin-Williams and Ream, 2003). While the participants themselves are 
likely not aware of these competing narratives, they have been identified and noted 
throughout the analysis. Including a focus on these narratives within this research is 
a unique feature which adds to the current knowledge of non-heterosexual youth 
experience within Ireland and provides an overview of minority stress and identity 
narratives within the context of the time and place specific to Ireland. Additionally, 
experiences considered to be supportive or conducive of support could also be those 
which encourage positive mental wellbeing.  
6.2 The Complexity of Experience: Not a positive/negative dichotomy 
As indicated in Figure 7, When asked “Do you believe your sexual orientation has had 
a positive impact on your life?”, 79.4% of participants said yes while 20.6% said no. In 
comparison, when asked, “Do you believe your sexual orientation has had a negative 
impact on your life?”, 48.4% of participants said yes compared to 51.6% who said no.  It 
is clear from these numbers alone that, for many, the relationship between positive and 
negative with regards to their sexual orientation is not clear cut and the perception of 
both positive and negative aspects can coexist. 
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Figure 7: Overview of yes and no answers to questions on positive and 
negative impacts. 
Additionally, as seen in Figure 8, participants were asked, “Are you comfortable with 
your sexual orientation?” to which 77.8% said yes, 21.4% said sometimes and 1% 
(essentially one participant) said no.  
 
Figure 8: Breakdown of comfort with sexual orientation 
While the experience of the one participant who said they are not at all comfortable 
with their sexual orientation should not be discounted, as their experience is obviously 
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very real, it is an outlier within this study. The majority of the sample display at least 
some level of self acceptance as they indicate that they are either fully or sometimes 
comfortable with their sexual orientation. These three questions about positive impact, 
negative impact and comfort with sexual orientation all indicate complexity as there is 
no clear pattern which emerges from the answers given. Creating a dichotomy between 
concepts such as vulnerability or being at-risk with others such as emancipated or post-
gay does not offer room to understand the complexity of experience. As Cover (2013) 
points out, it is entirely possible for a queer young person to be both vulnerable and 
resilient at the same time. The remainder of this chapter is devoted to exploring this 
complex tension between the positive and negative experiences of being non-
heterosexual as it has been described by participants. From the data analysis two main 
themes emerged, namely enrichment and stigma. Each of these themes is explored in 
the following analysis, followed by a discussion of the support needs which have been 
identified.  
6.3 Enrichment 
In the analysis of written comments 67% (n=85) of participants described ways in which 
their sexual identity has had a positive impact on their lives. While positive aspects of 
being non-heterosexual have been explored in the Irish literature (Higgins et al., 2016a; 
Mayock et al., 2009), these experiences have been largely minimised in public 
representations of this research, in favour of highlighting the risk and negativity that 
can form part of the non-heterosexual experience (Bryan and Mayock, 2012). 
Additionally, in light of critiques levelled against narratives of suffering or 
vulnerability which are sometimes used to characterise non-heterosexual youth (Bryan 
and Mayock, 2012; Cohler and Hammack, 2007; Plummer, 1995; Savin-Williams, 2001) 
it is arguably just as important to explore how young people give their own voice 
towards narratives that emphasise resilience and positive experience as it is to explore 
risk and difficulty.   
During analysis, it became clear that positive impacts described by participants did not 
simply represent positivity or good things happening, but rather reflected ways in 
which they considered their sexual identity to have improved their lives, a concept I am 
describing as enrichment. The theme of enrichment is significant because it describes 
what participants themselves recognise and appreciate about their sexuality, providing 
a sense of balance when later discussing negative impacts and support needs. 
Enrichment was described by participants as occurring in two conceptual forms which 
I have classified as “personal enrichment” and “life enrichment”. Personal enrichment 
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involves personal growth experienced through the acceptance of sexual identity and the 
process of identity development while life enrichment describes how the cultural 
identity associated with a sexual identity extends the opportunity for enriching life 
experiences.  
6.3.1 Personal Enrichment: “Once I accepted it everything was fine” 6.3.1.1 Authenticity and Acceptance 
37% (n=46) of participants provided answers which described concepts of personal 
enrichment. The concept of personal enrichment describes a process where accepting 
one’s sexual orientation leads to deep personal growth and satisfaction. Some 
participants identified self-acceptance as being a vehicle for experiences of happiness 
and comfort which they attribute to their sexual orientation. The following participant 
draws a direct link between acceptance of their sexuality and experiences of comfort 
and positivity within themselves.  
Becoming aware of my sexuality has had a very positive impact on my life, 
I now feel completely comfortable with who I am and at ease with myself. 
25, Female, Not Sure 4 
Her words imply that the process of self-acceptance, through “becoming aware” has 
been a key part of finding comfort in her identity beyond sexuality. This idea of 
enrichment through acceptance echoes an essentialist belief about sexuality, 
particularly the idea that if you did not choose your sexual orientation then it must be 
a fundamental part of the self (Brookey, 2002) or representing a deep truth about the 
self (Foucault, 1978). The next participant also draws from essentialism as she 
describes how accepting her sexuality has been necessary in accepting herself overall, 
again describing a dual process of sexual identity acceptance existing with a wider 
sense of self-acceptance.   
It is a natural part of who I am and accepting part of myself for me helped 
me accept every part of me, even the bits I don't necessarily like all the time 
                                               
4 Each quote is listed with the participants age, chosen gender identity and chosen 
sexual identity label. All quotes are provided verbatim with spelling or grammar 
mistakes left intact unless it impedes meaning.  
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19, Female, Bisexual 
The participant here is not simply describing self-acceptance of a sexual category, but 
of a wider human identity with which she associated her sexual identity (D’Emilio, 
1998). Eliason and Schope (2007) identified authenticity as being a common theme 
among various stage based identity models. They define this as a process of identity 
formation which involves, “moving from a position of hiding, secrecy, and denying to 
being able to fully accept and express oneself” (ibid, 2007, p. 22). The repeated use of 
words like acceptance and comfort found from those who expressed personal 
enrichment indicates that they are drawing from similar narrative of authenticity to 
describe their understanding of the positive impacts their sexual orientation has had 
on their life, such as when the following participant described becoming comfortable 
with his “entire self”. 
It has helped me become a lot more comfortable with my entire self and has 
helped me in coming to love myself more. 
20, Male, Gay 
It could be argued that authenticity is what enables personal enrichment to occur. 
Authenticity is not just a personal act, but it involves feeling able to be authentic with 
others. In early sexual identity models the process of developing identity involves 
defining and accepting identity, but also finding support from others (Cass, 1979; 
Troiden, 1989). For some, the acceptance of others played an important role in the 
process of personal enrichment. 
Having it known and accepted by friends and family makes me feel more 
comfortable 
19, Male, Gay 
It is worth noting that wellbeing and outcomes for coming out are largely dependent 
upon social context. Those with supportive coming out environments report increased 
wellbeing after coming out, while those in less supportive and more controlling 
environments can experience a decrease in wellbeing (Legate et al., 2012). This means 
that while the participants in this section are describing positive experiences of self-
acceptance, the wider acceptance of friends and family could have been an important 
part of that process, even if not mentioned as such. The participant below articulates 
how the dual process of self-acceptance and acceptance from others becomes personally 
enriching through the freedom it creates, ultimately leading to a richer sense of self as 
well as enriched relationships with others.  
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Accepting myself for who I am and having others accept me for who I am in 
the process of coming out has made me feel more supported and less like I 
am living a lie. Accepting myself and my sexuality has helped me open up 
to friends and have more meaningful relationships with my siblings, 
parents, etc. 
21, Female, Lesbian 
Critically, the participant above indicates that acceptance itself is what led to her 
feeling supported, implying that the support that she was looking for from others 
essentially involved authenticity, or being seen and accepted instead of “living a lie”.  6.3.1.2 Confidence and Struggle 
Authenticity leads to comfort with oneself and this can be used to empower personal 
growth in other areas, particularly confidence. This was evident in statements like “I 
feel like I'm complete in myself, more confident in who I am” or “It made me more 
confident and open to a lot more things”. This confidence is rooted in self-acceptance 
and it indicates again that integrating sexual identity into one’s sense of self has an 
effect beyond just the scope of sexuality, as the participants are describing these 
positive attributes as occurring because of their sexuality. This extension of confidence 
was described by others who made the link between confidence in their sexuality and 
confidence that has extended throughout their lives, again referencing the concept of 
sexuality being a fundamental part of the self.  
The journey I took to become more confident about my sexuality has helped 
my confidence in other aspects of my life 
19, Female, Bisexual 
The participants above attribute their increased confidence to the process of sexual 
identity development. This also links with the coming out story which offers the 
metamorphosis from struggle to a new and improved self (Plummer, 1995). Savin-
Williams (2006) has suggested that if young people have healthy self-esteem then they 
are likely to feel good about their sexual identity. He uses this to question whether it is 
even healthy for an adolescent to find identity within their sexuality. However, the 
participant statements above would suggest that it may be possible that the process of 
sexual identity development itself can lead to increased well-being or self-esteem, or at 
least that is the perception of some participants. While the above participants did not 
directly describe their journey or experience as being difficult, others expressly used a 
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struggle to success narrative as they described an initial struggle with acceptance 
which preceded positivity. 
Growing up I struggled to accept my sexuality, but once I accepted it 
everything was fine. I would not change my sexuality now even if it was 
possible. 
23, Male, Gay 
As well as using a very essentialist framing, the participant above describes a period of 
struggle which was overcome through acceptance. However, others utilise a much 
stronger focus on struggle as they describe the process of overcoming struggle itself as 
being the catalyst for increased confidence. The following participant describes growing 
a thick skin, which presumes a need to have increased strength and resiliency as a 
response to struggle.  
In the long term, being gay has helped me grow a thick skin, which in turn 
has increased my confidence. This has aided me both in my personal and 
professional life. 
23, Male, Gay 
Those utilising a struggle and success narrative can essentially reframe their negative 
experiences as something which ultimately led to success in the form of personal 
enrichment. As well as confidence, the idea of strength was alluded to as being a 
consequence of dealing with struggle. 
The most substantial is that I've encountered significant obstacles and 
challenges as a result of my sexual orientation (homosexual) and that, by 
conquering/facing these I feel I have grown substantially as an individual. 
19, Male, Gay 
I found accepting myself and my sexuality difficult for a long time, but from 
that struggle I feel like I have become a much stronger and confident person.  
21, Female, Lesbian 
It is obvious that the participants above consider their sense of self and the enrichment 
they experience now as something which emerged from the struggle they previously 
experienced. Interestingly, it is the presence of struggle which leads to the framing of 
non-heterosexual youth in Ireland as being at-risk or vulnerable (Bryan and Mayock, 
2016), yet the participants here have been able to reframe that struggle as something 
enriching and positive. Of course, the difference between living through and 
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recollections is relevant here, as the participants above appear to be describing former 
struggle which no longer applies (Pullen, 2014b; Savin-Williams, 2006), however, it is 
still significant that the participants view the outcome of that struggle as having a 
positive impact on their lives. The participant below gets specific in naming his struggle 
as being characteristic of what is experienced by being gay in Ireland.  
The difficulties with being gay in Ireland has made me a stronger person 
and I'm proud to be a part of the community. 
22, Male, Gay 
This growth is clearly connected to a struggle which he associates with a wider sense 
of place. This raises the question of, is developing strength a necessary attribute for 
those who do perceive their sexual identity as attracting difficulty where they live? 
Throughout the theme of personal enrichment there is a transformative element 
present as participants engaged in narrative reframing. Adopting Luthar et al’s 
definition of resiliency as a "process encompassing positive adaptation within the 
context of significant adversity.” (2000, p. 453), it could be argued that this narrative 
reframing is a process of developing resiliency which occurs when a young person takes 
negative experiences and reframes them as defining moments of personal enrichment. 
The participant below acknowledges his past as a ‘gay kid’ being characterised by 
negativity and struggle, a stage of life which he has left behind but also grown from as 
an adult.  
Overall, the major negative aspects of being gay in my life are well over. 
Being a gay kid was much more confusing and put a lot of stress on me. Now 
that I've overcome that, I've come out of it stronger. 
20, Male, Gay 
Again, responses like these allude to resiliency as participants describe the process of 
overcoming negative experiences and feelings as being a tool which has promoted 
personal growth, particularly strength and confidence. Considering that identity and 
culture are co-constituted (Hammack and Cohler, 2009b), the existence of a struggle 
and success narrative within sexual minority culture offers a precedent and a language 
for reframing negative experiences during identity development, something which 
offers personal enrichment. This is evident for the next participant as the act of coming 
out is one in which initial feelings of fear and pressure to please others has been 
reframed so that the vulnerability of coming out is seen as an act of strength.  
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The act of coming out pushed me to put myself first and do what was right 
for me even though it was scary. I didn't want the people I love to be angry 
/ hurt / not want me. Previously I would do what I felt my parents wanted 
of me. Being true to myself was hard for them at the start but ultimately 
allowed my family and I to be even closer. There is a strength in allowing 
yourself to be vulnerable. 
25, Female, Lesbian 
In some ways the reframing of negative experiences as being positive coincides with 
traditional stage based models of identity (Cass, 1979; Coleman, 1982; Eliason and 
Schope, 2007; Troiden, 1988). Traditional stage based models suggest a linear path 
which starts with struggle and moves through stages of identity integration and 
eventual acceptance. This is particularly evident for participants who explicitly 
described a past of struggle which no longer applies to their lives. However, not all 
people move through identity development in a stage-based linear path (Eliason and 
Schope, 2007; Horowitz and Newcomb, 2002; Savin-Williams, 2006), such as the 
following participant.  
My parents suspect that I am homosexual, and almost disowned me because 
of it, yet this experience ultimately led to me gaining a new perspective on 
who I am, made me proud to be the person that I am, and has shaped me 
into an individual with a better perspective on life than I feel I would have 
had were I to be heterosexual. 
19, Male, Gay 
In this answer and in his other questionnaire responses, the participant describes a 
situation in which he has not come out to his parents and in which he sees them as 
hostile to his identity, yet he describes a high level of self-acceptance and pride despite 
remaining closeted to his family. This challenges the idea that the concept of 
authenticity or even identity development necessarily requires coming out, even though 
it may typically include coming out for a lot of people.  
The idea that life enrichment is a distinct feature of minority sexual identity 
development is present within some of the answers. In the following quote, the 
participant describes a self-reflexive process in which the process of dealing with her 
sexuality led to a greater ability to analyse and understand the self.  
I've learned to handle intense emotions without causing too much drama, 
I've learned to stand up for my own sense of self, and I've been forced to 
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examine my life closely. In doing so, I think I know my own wants and needs 
much more intimately than most people. 
19, Female, Prefers not to label it 
Significantly, the participant here describes how these aspects of personal enrichment 
are not a universal experience as she describes knowing her “own wants and needs 
much more intimately than most people”, suggesting that perhaps she sees her sexual 
identity as offering a path to personal enrichment that is not present in the same way 
for those who are heterosexual. This relates back to narrative of positive marginality 
which allows LGB young people to “create the self they cherish” through the process of 
overcoming homophobia (Meyer et al., 2011, p. 210). Three of the participants 
specifically mentioned that self-awareness around their sexual orientation had a 
positive impact as it enabled them to take a more diverse approach to gender and 
typical gender roles.  
As a cisgendered Male, you become aware that if I was born a heterosexual; 
and this also applies, but to a lesser extent Homosexual males, there is an 
obsession with masculinity, one that as a non-straight male, I had the 
privilege to not let that impulse control me. 
24, Male, Prefers not to label it 
The participant here attributes a form of personal enrichment to a specifically non-
heterosexual experience. The three participants who made these links between gender 
roles and society suggest that their non-heterosexual identities form a challenge 
towards traditional gender norms, with the implication that heterosexuality does not 
provide the same level of challenge. Giddens (1992b, p. 15) describes sexuality as, “a 
prime connecting point between body, self-identity and social norms”, and it makes 
sense that the process of sexual identity development has implications for personal 
growth and for how young people see themselves in relation to others.  
6.3.2 Life Enrichment: Diverse Friendship and Community 
While personal enrichment focused on personal growth and development, the other 
concept of enrichment identified within the data was life enrichment with 39% (n=49) 
of participants mentioning elements identified within this concept. Rather than 
focusing on the personal, life enrichment reflects respondents’ views about how their 
life experiences have been positively impacted by their sexual orientation. By far, the 
concept identified the most within life enrichment is that of friends and community, 
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with 21% (n=29) of participants expressing thankfulness for the community they found 
and the friends they had made because of their sexual orientation. These are often 
recognised as distinct sets of friends and communities which are found through shared 
difference. For instance, the next participant identifies an LGBT society as the source 
for these new friendships.  
If I was not queer I probably would not have joined the LGBT society at my 
university, where I made amazing friends and have had many happy 
experiences and memories made. 
20, Female, Bisexual 
The diversity within the LGBTQ+ community is something participants identified as 
being unique. For example, the following participant appreciates the fact that he likely 
would have friends even if he was straight, but he also recognises that being gay has 
exposed him to more diverse friends, something which he perceives as adding value and 
richness to his life.  
While I probably would have made other friends, the close connections that 
I have met with many in the LGBTQ+ community is something that I would 
not want to do without. We are all bonded by a significant detail (our sexual 
orientation), and we may have faced many of the same challenges, yet it is 
not the only thing that defines us, and as such, my body of friends is now 
much more diverse than it would have been had I been heterosexual and 
simply pursued friendship with individuals with extremely similar tastes in 
hobbies, political views, etc. 
19, Male, Gay 
This answer implies that he does not think that being heterosexual provides the same 
opportunities for forming diverse friendships compared to what he has found through 
his sexual identity. This is significant as it indicates that the diversity he values he also 
sees as being a distinct characteristic of the LGBTQ+ community, assumedly as a 
contrast to a more mainstream, heterosexual community. This characterisation of 
community is also evident from the quotes below. 
I've found a lot of friends and solidarity within the lgbt community and I 
wouldn't be straight for the world. 
22, Female, Bisexual and Gray Asexual 
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I am part of a community that is very vibrant and welcoming of difference 
and individuality. 
25, Female, Not Sure 
Again, the implication within these answers is that is that there is something about 
being non-heterosexual and being part of a sexual identity based community, which 
offers a valuing of diversity that participants appear to see as distinct from 
heterosexual identity and community. This may also tie in with the idea of an imagined 
gay community (Pullen, 2007) as while some participants are clearly referencing 
physical friends and communities, there is also an appeal to a wider shared sense of 
non-heterosexual diversity and values which does not necessarily seem tied to place. 
Opportunities for friendship, community and new experiences all offer an aspect of 
enrichment to those who are non-heterosexual, but this can also be related back to 
personal growth by becoming aware of others who are different. Several participants 
described this as making them more open minded and understanding towards others, 
such as highlighted in the quote below.  
Being a queer person opened me up to a community of people that I may 
have not been introduced to if I were straight, it also made me more 
compassionate, I believe, for people outside the norm. 
19, Female, Queer 
Becoming more open-minded or aware of others and their issues is a process which 
involves the type of self-reflexivity highlighted in the personal enrichment section, but 
that process is only engaged in because of identification and participation with a sexual 
identity and community. This is particularly highlighted in the response below in which 
the participant draws an implicit contrast between opposing values of open-mindedness 
vs. closed-mindedness, and as a result, heterosexual vs. non-heterosexual. 
It has given me access to a subculture and an education in open-mindedness 
which I likely would have missed out on otherwise. 
25, Male, Gay 
Other positive, life enriching impacts which were mentioned by a smaller number of 
participants include romantic partners who would not be in their lives were their 
orientation different, being unique, new experiences and improved relationships with 
others. 
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6.3.3 Emancipation and False Dichotomies 
There was limited evidence of an emancipation narrative which takes a post-identity 
view of sexual orientation (Cohler and Hammack, 2007). Some participants showed 
elements of an emancipation narrative. For instance, the participant in the following 
quote draws upon an essentialist perspective on sexual identity in questioning why 
positivity would be a question rather than a given. While the presence of sexual fluidity 
is not evident within her essentialist perspective, she does reflect an emancipation 
narrative through an assumption of normality that does not see any need for analysing 
the impact of her sexual orientation or linking it to a wider identity process which many 
of the other participants did. 
I don't see why it wouldn't have a positive impact. It's not a choice to be gay 
just like it is not a choice to be straight. I was born gay and I'm happy exactly 
how I am 
21, Female, Lesbian 
A small number of participants echoed this sentiment by describing their sexuality as 
something which they view neutrally, rather than something which forms an essential 
and defining part of their identity. This is also evident in the following quote which 
constructs sexuality as inconsequential.  
I believe that it has had no impact on my life, as I choose not to let it. I feel 
sexuality is an issue which should not impact your life as it is as relevant as 
your hair colour, eye colour, skin colour or height. 
19, Male, Gay 
The LGBTIreland report (Higgins et al., 2016a) did not classify narratives according to 
struggle and success or emancipation, however, the responses there did appear to show 
a similar breakdown as the responses here, with most participants echoing a struggle 
to success narrative and a smaller number representing elements of an emancipation 
narrative. The ability to access emancipation narratives and see them as possibilities 
is defined by cultural and social context (Cohler and Hammack, 2007; Savin-Williams, 
2006). The comment below indicates that the participant’s ability to take a neutral 
stance on sexuality is something which occurred in the absence of negativity, negating 
the need to construct a success in opposition to a struggle (Cohler and Hammack, 2007).  
While it has not been positive it has not been negative either. I have never 
struggled with my sexuality and am very open about it. 
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21, Male, Gay 
There was also an indication that for some, there was positive despite what they still 
experience as negative.  
Sometimes it has had a negative impact but I feel mostly positive now as I 
am comfortable identifying as lesbian to most people. 
24, Female, Lesbian 
In the quote above, the participant indicates that her experience is ‘mostly positive’ and 
mentions comfort around ‘most people’ which indicates that she does still experience 
some level of negativity which has an impact on her outlook. Additionally, not all who 
declared a positive impact did so without hesitation. 
Hmm, I'm answering yes here but I'm really undecided. My sexual 
orientation is a part of me, and as I grow older I'm gradually becoming more 
accepting of it, but I believe that it has made me a stronger person. It has 
forced me to carve my own space and identity in a heteronormative society 
and find a place to be me which I would argue has had a positive impact on 
my personality. 
22, Male, Gay 
In the above quote, the respondent clearly does believe his sexual orientation has had 
a positive impact in some ways, yet he is undecided on classifying it as such. He 
describes personal enrichment in becoming a stronger person yet says he is “becoming 
more accepting” which indicates this is an ongoing process for him. The previous two 
quotes are a reminder that the dichotomy of positive versus negative or even of past 
struggle versus present success are not representative of those who find themselves in 
between. It is also a reminder that identity development is a constantly developing 
reflexive process rather than a onetime linear act (Eliason and Schope, 2007), and that 
process may be easier in some places and around some people than it is in others.  
Additionally, while positive aspects are present this does not negate negative 
experiences. The participant below uses a struggle to success narrative to highlight the 
personal enrichment he found from his experience, yet in an ideal world he should not 
have had those experiences.  
I have faced a substantial amount of homophobia from family members 
suggesting that I would be disowned while they suspected me of being gay, 
to peers in secondary school making homophobic comments (e.g. "faggot", 
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"queer", "puff", saying "gay" as an adjective with negative connotations 
'that's so gay' etc) and gestures, at times it made me lose self-esteem and 
made me unable to accept who I was. While these challenges have helped 
build me as a character, they were not particularly nice experiences in and 
of themselves. 
19, Male, Gay 
Ultimately, the positive aspects identified by participants highlight the potential for 
young people to not just survive through struggle, but to thrive in either the presence 
or absence of struggle. Many participants in this study perceive that their sexual 
orientation and sexual identity is an enriching, positive, and welcome aspect of their 
self. While this certainly does not take away from the negative experiences that can 
often characterise the lives of non-heterosexual youth, it does indicate that to 
characterise non-heterosexual youth as suffering is to overlook the many ways in which 
they also thrive. Some of the authors of the LGBT Lives report have already critiqued 
how their work was used to highlight negativity while positive aspects were largely 
overlooked (Bryan and Mayock, 2012). The follow up to LGBT Lives, the LGBTIreland 
report (Higgins et al., 2016a), did address positive reflections from their respondents 
by asking, "‘What about being LGBTI makes you happy or proud?’". However, these 
responses were not present in the report’s key findings publication (Higgins et al., 
2016b), and there was no attempt to incorporate critiques of a suffering or victimised 
narrative into the dissemination of their findings, despite scholarship within Ireland 
addressing this issue (Bryan and Mayock, 2016). The analysis presented here would 
suggest that enrichment is a common narrative feature among non-heterosexual youth 
in Ireland as the concept represents the way that many have incorporated positive 
reframing and an embracing of the success in a struggle to success narrative into their 
own sense of identity. Additionally, the analysis of the internet presented in the next 
chapter will consider the ways in which the internet can facilitate or aid in experiencing 
personal enrichment or life enrichment. 
6.4 Stigma 
60% (n=76) of participants described negative impacts which their sexual identity had 
on their lives. There were many types of impact mentioned, but when analysing the 
data, it became clear throughout the coding process that negative impacts came from 
two sources, the self or others. Those caused by the self, concern the formation and 
acceptance of self-identity, while those caused by others concern negative impacts 
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which participants directly attributed to others or to a culture of heterosexism, such as 
rejection, harassment or perceived judgement from others. Herek (2007, pp. 906–907) 
identifies sexual stigma as, "The negative regard, inferior status, and relative 
powerlessness that society collectively accords to any nonheterosexual behaviour, 
identity, relationship, or community". Goffman’s (1986) concept of a spoiled identity has 
also been used to describe how stigma can cause identity struggles for sexual minorities 
(Grossman, 1997). When assessing negative impacts the concept of stigma is useful 
because it reflects a conscious decision to acknowledge that the root cause of all 
difficulties experienced by non-heterosexuals are essentially caused by others, as the 
stigma experienced is societal and cultural in nature (Herek, 2004). This distinction 
ensures that discussions around the cause of negativity in the lives of non-
heterosexuals does not pathologise non-heterosexual orientations or identities 
themselves. The effects of stigma can manifest in negative impacts such self-esteem 
issues (Grossman and Kerner, 1998), familial rejection (Ryan et al., 2009a), school 
victimisation (Bontempo and D’Augelli, 2002) and the absence of supportive social 
environments (Hatzenbuehler, 2011). Additionally, Kelleher’s (2009) study of LGBTQ 
youth in Ireland found that sexual identity distress, stigma consciousness, and 
heterosexist experiences all act as minority stressors which increase risks of 
psychological distress. Elements of these stressors are evident within the findings and 
the oppressive social environments she describes are what I would characterise as 
operating under stigma.  
Herek (2007) identifies 3 forms of stigma. Enacted stigma refers to the actions of others, 
felt stigma describes the ways in which a person may struggle because they expect 
discrimination or perceive that others may have difficulty with them, and internalised 
stigma describes personal difficulties individuals have with accepting their own 
identity. Based on this, and the two sources of difficulties identified during data 
analysis, the two concepts of negative impacts identified and used within this study are 
internalised stigma, which deals with personal acceptance difficulties, and externalised 
stigma. I have created the term externalised stigma to describe experiences of felt or 
enacted stigma as both are concepts which involve issues with external factors rather 
than with the self. 23% (n=29) of all participants described concepts of internalised 
stigma and 45% (n=57) of all participants described concepts of externalised stigma.  
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6.4.1 Internalised Stigma 
Internalised stigma involves concepts of self-acceptance or mental health which 23% 
(n=29) of participants mentioned. The idea that there can be difficulties in accepting a 
non-heterosexual identity is a common feature in sexual identity models (Cass, 1979; 
Eliason and Schope, 2007; Troiden, 1989). In their analysis of 18 stage based identity 
models Eliason and Schope (2007) found that a common feature among models is that 
they represent a journey from feelings of difference to identity synthesis where there is 
no conflict between sexual/gender identity and one’s wider sense of self. While 
externalised stigma and minority stress addresses the wider sociocultural stigma that 
influences wellbeing, this theme addresses the personal journey required to feel 
comfortable and content with one’s own identity. As this theme indicates, for some, the 
difficulties found in the process of self-acceptance is perceived as having a negative 
impact on their lives. Just as self-acceptance played an important part in personal 
enrichment, a lack of self-acceptance was a key concept within this theme. For some, 
they simply have not yet come to a place of acceptance in which their sexuality is 
perceived as positive. For example, the following was given as an explanation for why 
the participant felt their sexual orientation has had a negative impact on their life.  
coming to terms with it and overcoming negative social norms has been 
difficult and continues to be difficult. I am not fully comfortable with my 
sexuality as of yet. 
21, Female, Gay 
Some participants described mental health issues which they directly linked with 
struggles of acceptance and the need to understand one’s own sexuality. The participant 
below identifies depression as being linked to her perception of her difference as 
equalling something negative or bad.  
It was very difficult growing up as I always felt there was something wrong 
with me and suffered with depression as a result. 
21, Female, Lesbian 
This automatic perception of non-heterosexuality as being abnormal or wrong is exactly 
the type of sexual stigma which Herek (2004) highlights as being an issue. While having 
a negative perception of your sexual orientation makes self-acceptance difficult, an 
issue that some participants emphasised is that a lack of acceptance involved confusion 
as they did not feel they had adequately determined their own sexual identity.  
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When I was younger, I struggled with my sexuality as I felt like I was lying 
to everyone around me. My girlfriend did not wish to come out, and would 
not let me come out, which made me feel worse. I also struggled to figure 
out my sexual identity for many years. I couldn't tell if I was a lesbian or 
bisexual and it drove me nuts. 
20, Female, Bisexual 
The participant above describes that part of her struggle involved understanding the 
specifics of her identity. This is not presented as a choice that she had to choose 
between, but rather a need to figure out what she was i.e. how her sexual orientation 
matched the sexual identity narratives which were available to her. Identity 
comparison has been identified as feature of sexual identity development models as an 
individual may look to others to find which labels, stories and people they can see 
themselves in (Cass, 1979; Eliason and Schope, 2007). Additionally, the participant 
above indicates how this comparison was rooted in a need to define the self against a 
cultural sexual minority label (Savin-Williams, 2001) while simultaneously matching 
that definition with the truth of who she really is (Foucault, 1978; Weeks, 2009), a goal 
which Hammack et al  (2009) describe as identity configuration. While the need to 
categorize and label sexuality in this way can be subject to criticism, Weeks (2009) has 
also pointed out that identity work that culminates in a firm identity can lead to a sense 
of security and belonging. Similarly, the participant below indicates that self-
acceptance for her is sometimes limited by her own sense of needing to “work out who 
I am”, while she simultaneously expresses the desire not to be limited or defined by 
sexual identity.  
As it is something I do not fully understand about myself, I am constantly 
questioning and second guessing myself. Sometimes I feel 100% ok with who 
I am but it is very easy to become preoccupied with trying to work out who 
I am, who I am attracted to, if I am attracted to anyone at all. I don't want 
a label or an orientation to be my defining feature or for it to overshadow or 
invalidate other aspects of my personality. 
20, Female, Prefers not to label it 
A study of LGB youth in the mid-west of Ireland identified those who are not sure what 
their sexual identity is as one of the most vulnerable to negative health issues (Mannix-
McNamara et al., 2013). This may be linked with the role that social identity plays in 
supporting self-esteem and personal identity (Deaux, 1993; Tajfel, 1978). Difficulties 
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with the initial understanding and acceptance of sexual orientation and identity is 
particularly highlighted among those whose sexual orientation does not easily fit into 
the categories of gay and lesbian. In the example below the participant, who identifies 
as a pansexual female, draws a parallel with being both straight and gay, as both 
represent sexual orientations which she believes would have been easier to deal with, 
compared to the struggle she had with both understanding and accepting her sexuality.  
Although I wouldn't be the person I am today without my sexuality, I think 
life would have been easier had I been straight. My life would probably have 
been easier if I'd been gay though too. My problem was growing up I thought 
you could only be straight or gay, that everyone was born one or the other. 
I had no idea that you could fall anywhere along the spectrum of sexuality. 
I spent most of puberty confused. I felt, and still feel on occasion, that I am 
weird or wrong for not being straight or gay. I struggled with identity for 
years. I had mental health problems and did go through a period of time 
where I contemplated suicide. Time and time again the source of my 
problems was my attitude towards sexuality, and what I thought was a 
defect in my personality. 
18, Female, Pansexual 
This response highlights that rather than seeing the world as heterosexual and non-
heterosexual, the participant here saw what I am calling valid identities, which are 
known and understood sexual identities and non-valid identities, which typically lie 
outside a homosexual/heterosexual binary. With the participant above, her struggle 
was based in the need to achieve identity configuration (Hammack et al., 2009) while 
having no valid identities with which to achieve the stage of identity comparison 
(Eliason and Schope, 2007).  She describes being confused and seeing her own sense of 
identity as weird, wrong and a defect in personality and she directly attributes her 
mental health issues to her own attitude towards sexuality, one which saw limited 
potential for valid identities that aligned with her own sense of her sexuality, 
essentially a struggle to match a personal identity with a cultural identity. Sexual 
stigma can arguably vary depending upon the perception of valid or non-valid 
identities. So for example, Cover (2016) has argued that gay representation has not 
been an issue since the 90’s, however, the participant above saw her non-normative 
identity as being stigmatised due to the lack of understanding and recognition she saw 
it having in society, which to use Cover’s own term, gave her the perception that she 
had an unliveable life. Even if there is an awareness about what other sexual identities 
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are valid identities, there can be a struggle when a person feels that they do not really 
match with any of those identities.  
As I have said, no one ever helped me figure out what it meant to be 
bisexual. So even though I knew I was not heterosexual it caused me a lot 
of anxiety because I didn't think I could be a "real" bisexual, because I ended 
up in more relationships with the opposite sex than I did with the same sex, 
when really this was a matter of coincidence than anything else. 
20, Female, Bisexual 
This essentially involves narratives of identity and the need to find a sexual identity 
that fits one’s sense of self through a process of narrative engagement (Hammack and 
Cohler, 2009a). Her experiences of being in relationships with men threatened her 
sense of what a bisexual identity is until she felt able to explain how it could co-exist 
with her identity as bisexual, something that presumably came from learning more 
about what bisexuality can look like. Similarly, the participant below recognised that 
they were different and that they were not straight but they struggled as they had no 
clear label and explanation for what their orientation is. They also mention an initial 
belief that they were a ‘broken bisexual person’, showing that they had attempted to 
draw on known identity labels, yet knew the narrative of bisexuality did not really fit.  
Being asexual has been difficult, especially because I did not have a name 
for it for many years, even though I was fairly sure I was not straight. I 
struggled a lot with feelings of inadequacy because I could tell there was 
some sort of disconnect between my attractions and the way most people 
behaved. My feelings have been much more positive since I discovered 
asexuality, and that I was not just a "broken" bisexual person. 
24, Non-binary, Biromantic Asexual 
The turning point above is the point when they “discovered asexuality”, which led to 
more positive feelings, essentially narrative engagement which allowed them to 
integrate their sense of self with a valid identity. This is an example of how important 
narrative can be in terms of sexual identity. Realistically, the participant above had a 
lived experience of what we commonly call asexuality, but they needed to discover a 
narrative of asexuality that provided an understanding of where they fit in a wider 
cultural context and how their asexuality was experienced by others like them to 
achieve identity configuration (Hammack et al., 2009). Before discovering this 
narrative, they struggled with accepting the self and their sexuality. The link between 
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self-acceptance and the need for a clear self-identity is one which other participants 
directly linked to their own mental health issues.  
For the most part, it has been positive. The most negative thing about it has 
been the inner conflict that came when attempting to put a label on my 
sexuality- nothing seemed to fit quite right with me as I didnt realise until 
very recently that sexuality isn't something completely clear cut. I wasnt 
comfortable in my sexuality until I realised that it was okay to identify as 
bisexual even if you didnt have a completely equal attraction to both 
genders, which had been something that caused me much inner conflict. 
20, Female, Bisexual 
In the example above, feeling unsure or not understanding how to identify your own 
sexuality is something perceived as a deep internal struggle which can have very 
negative effects. The importance of narrative is key here as it links back to the idea of 
a inter-reliant relationship between identity and culture (Cohler and Hammack, 2007) 
as well as the ways in which language and stories of sexuality offer a method of 
comparison to those who are exploring their own sexual identity (Gray, 2009a; Pullen, 
2009; Weeks, 2009). While this will almost certainly not apply to everyone, it does 
indicate that for a significant number of people, the need to find a concept of identity 
which they can integrate into their personal narrative (Hammack et al., 2009) is a key 
part of self-acceptance and avoiding mental health struggles around identity. While the 
idea of needing such a label may be subject to critique, it does seem to be a necessity 
for some people. Additionally, seven participants specifically mentioned the impact of 
family issues and rejection and these were described as having an extreme negative 
impact on internalised stigma.  
I wouldn't choose to be gay because in my experience it has caused a lot of 
problems for me, mainly family orientated. It resulted in me becoming 
depressed, and wishing I wasnt gay and ultimately giving up on life for some 
time 
21, Female, Lesbian 
Lack of family support has been identified as a risk factor for mental health issues 
among non-heterosexual youth (Ryan et al., 2009b, 2010) and the responses dealing 
with family rejection represent some of the harshest descriptions about internalised 
stigma. Lack of family support and acceptance can have a highly negative impact on 
self-acceptance and mental health as well as coming out outcomes (Legate et al., 2012). 
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This is not surprising considering that the perception of family and home is that they 
act as places of acceptance and belonging. Some also indicated that their sexual 
orientation had a negative impact on their personal and social development.   
I think that my sexual orientation has also had a negative impact on my 
personality. As a whole, I have become quite shy, reserved and timid in most 
social circles as I continually hide my true personality or self in order to 
protect myself from hurt and ridicule for being than the heteronormative, 
societal "norm". 
22, Male, Gay 
Answers describing negative personal development are a sharp contrast to the personal 
enrichment reported earlier in this chapter. Just as authenticity was considered 
important to personal enrichment, here a lack of authenticity contributes to 
internalised stigma. Additionally, while some reported coming out had made them more 
confident, in this instance being closeted or feeling the need to fear or hide is associated 
with a negative impact on confidence and general social comfort. Similarly, some 
respondents indicated difficulties with being themselves around others.  
Unable to be completely honest/out with my family 
18, Female, Pansexual 
I cannot be myself all the time. (ie) at home. 
18, Male, Queer 
These responses have a spatial aspect as the assumption is that certain spaces are 
hostile towards being non-heterosexual i.e. “with my family” or “at home”, indicating a 
sense of existential outsideness when someone feels they do not belong in a place 
(Relph, 1976). The participant below specifically mentions the idea of space as he feels 
that unwelcoming spaces have led to a struggle to be himself. 
It has left me wondering how to be myself, how to be me in a space that has 
taken so long to recognise us as equals. 
21, Male, Queer 
Again, this highlights the relationship between personal identity and society (Giddens, 
2003) as well as stigma, as this participant is questioning where his personal sexual 
identity fits within a society that he does not perceive as accepting of him. Similarly, 
the participant below evokes a wider sense of existential outsideness when he describes 
Ireland as being hostile followed by the pronouncement that he feels unwelcome “here” 
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with “here” representing the social space generated by society itself. He makes a clear 
link between his own ability to act authentically and the feeling of not being welcome 
or not belonging that he senses within Ireland as a place. 
Being gay is difficult in Ireland. I can be uncomfortable with certain types 
of people, and conscious of how I act and who I'm with in public. It is difficult 
to show affection to a partner in public. I believe society tells LGBT that 
they are less through its attitudes and laws. I feel unwelcome here. 
22, Male, Gay 
While geographical space was not necessarily referenced here, the idea of social space 
or safe space was evident as some participants mentioned feelings of isolation. Isolation 
itself has been identified as a feature of stigma among sexual minorities with isolation 
being either cognitive (lack of information), emotional (negative social environment) or 
social (fear of revealing sexuality) (Martin and Hetrick, 1988). 
It had me in a very dark place for a good 10 years of my life, i was alone, 
weak, afraid and did i mention alone 
23, GenderQueer, Androsexual 
In this example, being alone is presumably not a reference to an absence of people, but 
rather describes not being around people who could or would understand, a function of 
both emotional and social isolation. The absence of perceived welcoming or non-
heterosexual spaces is something observed from the following two participants. They 
also reinforce the idea that sexual identity is often understood and embraced in a social 
or cultural way, as the assumption is that isolation is caused by not having those 
positive relationships with others who share a similar experience of sexual identity.  
as a teenager I often felt isolated because of my sexual orientation because 
i did not really know any LGBT people. 
24, Female, Lesbian 
It is hard to assume anyone is gay so it sometimes feels like its a very 
isolated thing 
23, Female, Lesbian 
The negative experiences listed here are a direct contrast to the positive experiences 
listed in the previous section with parallels such as confidence or lack of confidence, 
self-acceptance or lack of acceptance, being yourself or hiding. Bringing back the 
concept of authenticity, it appears that many of the negative personal difficulties 
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participants described here are directly linked with the ability to accept and be yourself. 
As authenticity was identified as a common theme in stage based models (Eliason and 
Schope, 2007), the implication here is that these difficulties do not represent the end 
stage, but rather that they can be worked through and that efforts should be made to 
support young people who are struggling with understanding and accepting 
themselves.  
6.4.2 Externalised Stigma 
While some participants described internal difficulties with self-acceptance and mental 
health struggles, there were also negative impacts mentioned which were directly 
associated with the actions and attitudes of others. Externalised Stigma involves 
difficulties associated with growing up and living in a heteronormative society, with 
homophobia/discrimination being an outcome of that. The theme of externalised stigma 
occurred over twice as frequently as internalised stigma, 50% (n=63) vs 25% (n=31). 
Many participants mentioned specific actions against them such as bullying or being 
left out.  
I was susceptible when I was younger and desperately wanted to fit in. I 
was bullied because I was different and this lead me into a very lonely and 
isolated mind space in the years I was in primary school. 
23, Female, Gay 
The instances of bullying mentioned here are related to mental health issues for the 
participant, but she specifically made the link between these actions which are caused 
by others and the consequent problems that these actions caused. Half of school goers 
in the LGBT Lives study stated that homophobic bullying existed in their school (Mayock 
et al., 2009) and school victimisation among LGB pupils has been linked to an increase in 
suicidality and health risk behaviours compared to heterosexuals who experience school 
victimisation (Bontempo and D’Augelli, 2002). Participants also described a link between 
being non-heterosexual and being judged negatively.  
because of the society we live in, it is seen as sort of shameful and can lead 
to depression 
18, Female, Lesbian 
It has caused a lot of confusion and anxiety in my life. Fear of being judged 
and disowned. 
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19, Female, Lesbian 
For these participants, this judgement did not need to be actualised but simply 
perceived, occurring as felt stigma. The following quote particularly highlights how 
sexual stigma impacts on the life of someone who is not heterosexual. 
The overwhelming nature of a predominantly heterosexual society has had 
an impact on me particularly with regard to the separation felt. Mostly my 
expression of sexuality is seen as a statement or is viewed as though it 
should be behind closed doors. There is an underlying homophobia felt 
beyond the outright intensely visible type of homophobia we sometimes read 
about. it feels as though that is present everywhere. Even in myself. 
23, Female, Lesbian 
This participant’s experience highlights how stigma functions as what she calls a 
“separation” between herself and others. This stigma does not just serve to affect her 
relationships with others and her sense of existential outsideness, but it also causes 
her to internalise this stigma within herself. Many of the responses regarding 
judgement and homophobia are rooted in this same element of a felt difference. While 
overt discrimination or prejudice was mentioned by a minority of respondents, the issue 
of a felt difference, or a felt separation as the respondent above described it, was evident 
throughout the theme of externalised stigma. One significant element of this separation 
is that many do recognise it as being a problem with others rather than with themselves 
as highlighted by the following two participants. 
The only negative things about my sexual orientation come from others' 
inability to accept me for who I am. 
21, Male, Bisexual 
What had a negative impact was feeling like it was weird/wrong to be queer, 
especially going to an all girl, slightly homophobic school. My being gay 
wasn't the problem; people thinking being gay was wrong was the problem. 
22, Female, Queer 
To link back to strength and resilience, these responses above suggest that while felt 
stigma can have dramatic negative effects, there is a resiliency found in reframing this 
stigma as a problem with others rather that with the self. Significantly, some 
participants perceived judgement and difficulties from other non-heterosexual people.  
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I do have to deal with homophobia from both heterosexuals, and homosexual 
individuals. 
24, Male, Prefer not to label it 
There is a lot of biphobia, even within the gay community. Being told 
something you identify as and have struggled with isn't "real" or is just 
"attention seeking" is very damaging. 
21, Female, Bisexual 
While non-heterosexual has been useful as a general term for describing the 
participants in this study, the above quotes highlight the fact that there can still be 
issues around acceptance and understanding even among others who are non-
heterosexual. It also indicates that the concept of valid identities introduced above, is 
one which does not involve a heterosexual vs. non-heterosexual divide, but rather it 
involves what all people see as potentially viable and valid identities.  
6.5 Support Needs 
In a closed ended question within the questionnaire, 42% (n=54) of participants 
indicated that they had accessed support services, such as the LGBT helpline, LGBT 
groups or counselling. Additionally, 30% (n=38) of participants stated that they did not 
feel like they needed support, while 70% (n=88) stated that they did. There was a large 
overlap between the reasons participant said they needed support and the concepts 
around stigma identified already. For example, not all participants expanded upon this 
question, but 62 of those who identified that they needed support expanded upon their 
answers. Within these answers the most common reason for needing support was 
during initial periods of realisation, which 30 participants mentioned. This involves the 
need to overcome internalised stigma and arrive at a stage of personal enrichment and 
was evident in statements such as, “I needed support when I was younger and first 
coming to terms with my sexuality” or “I found it difficult to accept who I was at first”. 
Other main reasons for needing support were feelings of isolation, to talk to someone, 
for reassurance and to gain an understanding of one’s own sexuality.  
To offer some examples, the participant below describes struggling with her sense of 
place as she describes her negative perceptions about gay people followed by the idea 
that there were no non-heterosexual people to counter those perceptions in the place 
where she lived. 
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 I felt like I was the only gay person and that there was nobody else like me. 
I had uneducated stereotypes in my head that encourage my denial of my 
sexual orientation. There were no LGBT role models that I could relate to 
where I lived. 
23, Female, Gay 
While others may not have made such a clear link between the process of acceptance 
and representation, they did indicate through similar answers that they needed 
support while countering their own negative feelings around their sexual identity. Just 
as identity does not form in isolation, those looking for support with negative feelings 
about themselves suggested that support in that context can come from others like 
them. The participant below found support in talking to someone with the same 
orientation, suggesting that she validated her sense of identity through identification 
with another.  
It's very easy not to feel normal, given I belong to a minority. For me 
personally it helped greatly to talk to people of the same orientation just to 
figure out there wasn't something wrong with me. 
19, Female, Lesbian 
A key part of acknowledging and accepting sexual identity, for many, involves coming 
out and some participants described needing support in doing this, for example wishing 
for, “Advice on coming out and self-acceptance”. The following participant describes how 
self-acceptance and coming out were intertwined for her, and she describes it as a time 
which she particularly wished for support.  
There was a time when I was first coming to terms with my not being 
straight and starting to test the waters on coming out to people when I was 
outed to a bunch of people. This was one of the most terrifying times of my 
life and I believe that if I had support I would have dealt and reacted to this 
a bit better. 
19, Female, Queer 
In the LGBTIreland report, questions around support were framed exclusively in terms 
of coming out i.e. ‘what helped you come out’ (Higgins et al., 2016a). While there is a 
large focus on coming out in terms of providing services for young people, a lot of the 
ground work in terms of sexual identity occurs during the process of accepting the self 
and challenging stigma, although this may also occur during the coming out process. 
This would suggest that the work of supporting and building resiliency is one which 
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can and should occur during initial questioning stages of identity development and not 
just from the perspective of coming out. Isolation was also mentioned in response to 
questions about support.  
Well when you feel alone and you think you are the only one going threw 
(sic) something you feel like you need support 
23, GenderQueer, Androsexual 
Notably, this is not phrased in a way that indicates information is needed, but rather 
that access or relationships to people with similar experiences is needed. The 
participant below phrases this in relation to social support as she describes drawing on 
the support of others who had been in a similar situation to overcome the fear that 
social support from family and friends would be absent.  
It's a very scary thing to be faced with, having to out yourself to family and 
friends without being assured of any sort of support. Without having spoken 
to people who felt as afraid as me once, and who could recall that fear, who 
survived coming out and managed their transition well, I don't think I'd ever 
have left my closet. 
19, Female, Prefer not to label it 
In this example, external support acts as a mediating factor which develops resiliency 
before coming out has occurred. Overall, the ideas of representation and relationship 
with others who share a similar experience form the basis of a lot of the support needs 
mentioned here. The participant below succinctly describes how this functions to offer 
a positive narrative about the possibilities an individual sees for themselves as he 
describes how seeing “people just like me” leads to affirmation.  
Only insofar as I needed affirmation that there were other people just like 
me and that they were leading healthy and normal lives. 
20, Male, Gay 
Again, this points to the idea of liveable lives (Cover, 2016) and potential paths of 
normalcy which can offer young people the opportunity to relate and identify with 
others. 
6.5.1 Reasons for Not Needing Support 
Some participants expressed how their sexual identity had simply not been problematic 
or something which they needed support with, highlighted in statements like “It has 
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simply never been a problem” Or “I've always been very comfortable with it.” Others 
recognised that they did not need support because of the influence of family, friends or 
positive role models, which acts as a contrast or a buffer to the reasons for needing 
support. The following participant answered no to feeling like he ever needed support 
but qualifies his answer by explaining that he did have support available to him.  
My family were very accepting and understanding. They found the Belongto 
group for me. Things went from there. I never had to ask for support. It was 
just there for me. 
23, Male, Gay 
Additionally, the following participant described how these positive early experiences 
serve to develop resiliency as he describes how positivity growing up gave him the 
ability to handle negativity directed at him because of his sexuality. Essentially, he 
credits his positive upbringing with giving him the understanding to recognise stigma 
as an issue with others.  
There was never any issue growing up. I learned about what it meant to be 
attracted to the same sex at a very young age, and I had very positive 
influences regarding sexuality at a very young age, so when dealing with 
derogatory terms like 'gay' 'fag', when I was a teenager, I was already 
prepared how to understand what was meant. 
24, Male, Prefer not to label it 
Only a small number of participants mentioned barriers to support. As this discussion 
has already shown, for many there is a particularly strong need for support when first 
realising that one’s sexuality is not heterosexual as well as in coming out. However, 
when accessing support specific to non-heterosexual people, there is a need to 
acknowledge one’s sexual identity as well as the potential need to come out to the person 
offering support. The following respondent describes his perception of this for himself 
and others. 
When your struggling to understand and accept your sexual orientation it 
can be a lonely, stressful, emotional and painful time and I would have loved 
to have had the courage to get help. The problem I think is that to seek out 
help is to acknowledge your "difference"/sexuality but for many people 
(myself included) they are too afraid, fearful and anxious to do this 
22, Male, Gay 
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This participant has identified a dichotomy in that while findings others like you is an 
important form of support, it also requires an acceptance of being different and a 
willingness to acknowledge that to others, at a point where someone may be feeling 
unable to do so. Others also referenced feeling the desire for support but not being able 
to follow through on that due to personal fears or issues like a lack of courage or 
shyness. A second barrier which was mentioned was that of geographical barriers in 
terms of accessing offline support services.  
I would have loved to go to a LGBT group but there was none in my area. 
25, Female, Lesbian 
Two participants specifically referenced a lack of services available outside of Dublin 
and in rural areas. They began their answers by naming the region they were from, 
“Coming from a small town in the Irish midlands” and “I grew up in the west of Ireland”, 
before mentioning how there were no offline services available. Again, this would 
suggest that they saw the places they were from as being characterised by a lack of 
representation and support.  
6.5.2 Support Services 
Participants were asked if there were any form of support which they wish had been 
available to them. The answers in this section varied greatly and included online 
counselling services, social groups, online information and improved access to support 
services. One notable inclusion was that of better support services in schools, which 
was the most mentioned answer, by 16 participants. Support in schools was seen as 
needed largely because of the role it could play in helping young people work through 
feelings of difference due to sexuality and offering them a reassurance that what they 
experience is normal. 
I think there should be more support in schools, workshops run on gender 
and sexuality so kids know if they start to feel a little different its totally 
fine and so that they are educated about different types of identities and 
how people with these identities live the same lives as everyone else. 
20, Female, Prefer not to label it 
More visibility of services in school which would have perhaps made the idea 
of being LGBT ok and more accepted 
22, Male, Gay 
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The above responses are only a small selection of those who expressed similar ideas 
about the role that schools can take in promoting positive representations of non-
heterosexual identities and lives. Additionally, some participants, particularly those 
who identify outside LGB, saw the process of education around sexual identity as one 
which should occur beyond schools and into society at large. 
I wish the general population were taught about sexual identity and how 
different people experience theirs at a young age, say approximately 10 
years old, as this is the age at which people are often discovering their sexual 
identity and need the support of both their teachers/guardians and also their 
friends. 
20, Female, Pansexual 
While support could be characterised in many ways, the participants’ responses 
indicated a strong resonance with narrative and representation being a significant form 
of support. While support services like LGBT youth groups were mentioned as being 
commonly accessed, much of the discussion around what support is and why it was 
needed centred on communicating with others who share a similar orientation and 
finding reassurance and commonality in the stories and experiences of others, 
something which arguably could be found online or offline.  
6.6 Conclusion 
The findings from this chapter provide a solid grounding for how support is defined and 
understood in this study and by participants. An understanding of what support means 
during identity development offers a foundation for understanding online perceptions 
of support. While the LGBTIreland (Higgins et al., 2016a) report found the internet 
was a source of support, it did phrase questions around support by asking about what 
helped with coming out, which as addressed previously, misses the strong need for 
support at earlier stages in the identity formation process. The importance of accessing 
narratives of identity and seeing positive representations came through strongly in this 
chapter. Additionally, the process of self-acceptance and the role others, particularly 
family and friends, play in facilitating self-acceptance was evident in these findings. 
Exploring the internet sections of the questionnaire as well as more detailed narrative 
accounts that factor in context will address how the internet is used for developing self-
acceptance and whether the perceived absence of support alters the need for young 
people to use the internet this way. Knowing what leads to positive impacts for non-
heterosexual youth, such as personal or life enrichment, or what leads to negative 
Chapter 6: A Nuanced Perspective on Minority Stress: Enrichment, Stigma and Support. 
 
121 
 
impacts, such as stigma, offers guiding categories for evaluating how the internet 
supports non-heterosexuals in both enriching their lives and overcoming difficulties 
from stigma.  
The potential for resiliency was also present within the discussions of enrichment and 
stigma. The themes identified with these topics shared a strong resemblance with the 
minority stress model as most of the negative effects were a result of the actions and 
attitudes of others combined to a lesser extent with a lack of self-acceptance. However, 
these negative impacts must be considered within the wider context of the positive 
impacts. This chapter provides evidence to support the idea that the experiences of non-
heterosexual youth are varied and complex and should not be characterised to describe 
a sexual minority youth as an “isolated, victimised, and largely powerless young 
person” (Bryan and Mayock, 2012, p. 12) There is empowerment in the idea of 
enrichment and the types of support that facilitate enrichment are as essential as those 
which combat stigma. Rather than being classified as a vulnerable or struggling group, 
the sample within this study also showed a high level of resiliency. Additionally, while 
it would be easy to use terms like acceptance, this perhaps understates the extent to 
which young people experience enrichment in their personal and social lives because of 
their sexual identity. This has not been a key feature in the public discourse around 
non-heterosexuality in Ireland, despite the importance of positive messaging and 
narratives for those who are questioning what their sexual orientation might mean for 
their lives.  
The term enrichment itself could also be problematic. Is it really enrichment to 
experience something which may be considered standard when it comes to 
heterosexuals and their sexuality e.g. self-acceptance or having friends who share your 
orientation and understand you? While the answer is likely no, there are some reasons 
why this could be classified as enrichment. Firstly, participants spoke of it as a positive 
impact, or something which had made their life better and so from that perspective 
alone it does represent something perceived as enrichment. Some participants also 
utilized a struggle to success narrative (Cohler and Hammack, 2007) which implied 
that their experiences occurred because there was a struggle and through that process 
they gained something valuable. The term enrichment also represents a wider 
countercultural value found in non-heterosexual communities as some participants 
specifically spoke of diversity in a way which implied that non-heterosexual 
communities are more compassionate and diverse than heterosexual communities. 
Meanwhile, from an emancipation perspective, enrichment is less relevant as the 
Chapter 6: A Nuanced Perspective on Minority Stress: Enrichment, Stigma and Support. 
 
122 
 
question of sexual identity having an impact is one which is would not make sense to 
ask (Cohler and Hammack, 2007). In this way enrichment is something which may have 
less relevance if young people are moving towards an emancipation viewpoint as Savin-
Williams (2006) has argued. This changing role of enrichment would reflect Weeks’ 
(2009) viewpoint that sexuality is a ‘fictional unity’ which may not have a role in the 
future.  
The analysis presented within this chapter acts as a base upon which to interpret the 
later stages of the findings. However, it worth acknowledging that these findings are 
from a small, non-representative and self-selecting sample and so further research 
would be required to determine if the results presented here can be extrapolated across 
a wider population. The structure of the questionnaire itself also favoured a particular 
type of response. For example, while the decision to make space for questions about 
positive impacts was specifically made to address the over focus on negativity and 
vulnerability, arguably this may also cause someone to be self-reflective about positives 
in a way which may not have been present otherwise. 
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7 AN ANALYSIS OF NON-
HETEROSEXUAL INTERNET 
USAGE IN IRELAND 
7.1 Introduction 
The analysis in this chapter addresses the following research questions: 
1. What value do non-heterosexual youth in Ireland place on their internet 
usage? 
2. How do non-heterosexual youth use the internet for support in Ireland? 
Gray (2009a, p. 127) describes how what she calls an “in situ” meaning “in place” 
approach situates media use within a “larger mosaic of collective identity work” which 
emphasises the context of this usage. The previous chapter provides a strong basis for 
understanding this collective identity work as it applies in Ireland and this chapter will 
address some of the specific ways and instances which questionnaire and interview 
participants use the internet and the reasons behind that usage. The chapter is 
structured according to the uses of internet which were prioritised as being most valued 
within the questionnaire data. Interview participants were asked about each of the 
categories which they rated as being important and in some cases they described types 
of usage in the other portions of their interviews. While all questionnaire participants 
rated their internet usage types, there were no open-ended questions which specifically 
asked about sexual orientation related internet usage, as the focus was on perceptions 
of identity and support. However, some did choose to mention the internet within their 
answers and some of those answers are combined with the interview data within this 
chapter. As stated in the methodology, this chapter is intended to offer a categorical 
sense of which forms of usage were prioritised as being important and how these usage 
types are used for support.  
The quantitative section from the questionnaire revealed that the types of usage 
considered most important by participants involved accessing representations of 
identity, while finding support services or finding others for a purpose like dating or 
sex were largely seen as less important. As chapter 5 highlighted, accessing narratives 
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of identity and representation acts as a large form of support for non-heterosexual 
youth who are still in the early stages of identity formation as it allows them to engage 
in identity comparison (Eliason and Schope, 2007). Previous research has addressed 
the role that the internet plays in providing access to narratives of identity (Cohler and 
Hammack, 2007; Gray, 2009a), which broaden the master narratives that young people 
can access as they engage in a process of identity configuration through narrative 
engagement (Hammack et al., 2009). Additionally, Fox and Ralston (2016) have 
described how social media serves as a form of informal learning for LGBTQ people in 
the early stages of identity development as they seek out information to aid them. Two 
forms of informal learning they identified which were particularly salient in the 
findings of this chapter are social learning, which involves looking at the behaviours 
and experiences of others, and traditional learning, which involves information seeking 
about issues relating to sexual identity. The central argument within this chapter is 
that through the process of narrative engagement and informal learning, the internet 
offers non-heterosexual youth the opportunity to challenge and redefine the limitations 
experienced in offline spaces. This argument extends the ideas about online and offline 
interaction discussed in Chapter 4 and offers the first qualitative examination of non-
heterosexual internet usage in Ireland.  
7.2 Internet usage and trends 
All participants within the survey used the internet at least once a day, with the clear 
majority 86.5% (n=109) reporting that they use it many times a day. Participants were 
asked, “What do you spend most time doing online?”. While some answered with one 
singular activity, many wrote multiple activities, such as in the answer below.  
Social networking, listening to music and watching tv shows 
The most frequently cited activity by far was social media and social networking (83.3%, 
n=105) with participants referencing specific platforms such as Facebook or Tumblr as 
well as through descriptions such as “checking social media” or “chatting to friends”. 
Online video was the next most mentioned category (34.9%, n=44) with platforms such 
as Netflix or YouTube referenced as well as through descriptions such as, “watching 
movies/TV shows online”. Other activities which were mentioned less frequently 
included news, hobbies, college work, games and shopping.  
Participants were also asked about their favourite website or online space. The most 
commonly mentioned favourite website was Tumblr (30%, n=38), followed by Facebook 
(21.4%, n=27). Although research on the topic is scarce, the popularity of Tumblr in this 
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study does not appear to be typical of young people in Ireland and it would appear to 
indicate that the sample in this study are much more likely to use Tumblr than the 
general population. Tumblr was not included in the list of social media sites used by 
young people in Ireland in a report from a digital agency (Thinkhouse, 2015), although 
it is unclear whether it was not included by the researchers or not reported by 
participants. Additionally, surveys from Ipsos MRBI (2016, 2015) with adults aged 16 
and over show that the percentage who reported to have Facebook accounts is between 
59% - 63% while those reporting to have Tumblr accounts are between 2% - 4%. 
Considering that 12.6% of the Irish population are aged between 15 – 24 (Ireland and 
Central Statistics Office, 2012) and the Ipsos MRBI conducts representative surveys of 
1,000 people, this would indicate a trend towards low Tumblr usage among Irish youth. 
Tumblr was mentioned in the LGBTIreland study as being a website which was 
described by numerous participants as a useful resource in terms of their sexuality 
(Higgins et al., 2016a). It appears reasonable to conclude that non-heterosexual youth 
in Ireland are more likely to use Tumblr, or at least find more importance in it, than 
their heterosexual peers.  
Participants were asked, “How important or unimportant have the following internet 
activities been to you in relation to your sexual orientation?”. As discussed in the 
methodology, the purpose with this question and the scale used is to prioritise usage 
according to how widely it was valued. Figure 9 shows the percentage of respondents 
who indicated that each usage type was absolutely essential.  
 
Figure 9: Ranking of Internet Activities Based on 'Absolutely Essential' 
3.2%4.8%
7.9%9.5%
10.3%11.1%
12.7%15.1%
19.8% 23.8%
23.8%25.4%
Finding people for sexFinding people for dating
Finding helplines or support servicesSharing or creating content relating to sexual…
Looking for bars or nightclubs relating to sexual…Finding friends who share sexual orientation
Looking for sexual health informationChatting to others who share sexual orientation
Finding news stories or articles relating to sexual…Finding coming out stories
Viewing online TV or video content relating to…Finding stories about others who share orientation
Ranking of internet activities based on 'absolutely essential'
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The top 4 usage types rated as absolutely essential are all based in accessing 
representations and narratives of identity. Finding stories about others who share one’s 
orientation, watching TV and video content relating to sexual orientation, finding 
coming out stories and finding news stories or articles relating to sexual orientation are 
all different forms of what is essentially sexual storytelling (Plummer, 1995; Pullen, 
2009). Other categories given are more firmly rooted in geographical need such as 
finding friends or dating and sex needs, which collectively ranked last. The importance 
of narrative is emphasised further in Figure 10 which shows combined internet activity 
rankings based on selection of absolutely essential or very important.  
 
Figure 10: Ranking of Internet Activities by 'Absolutely Essential' and 'Very 
Important' Combined 
While the positions changed slightly, the top four ranking categories are again all  
based in representation with over half of all participants ranking news, stories, TV or 
video content and coming out stories relating to their sexual orientation as being either 
very important or absolutely essential. Chatting to others who share the same sexual 
orientation (40.5%, n=51) and finding friends (34.1%, n=43) both indicate a desire to 
connect with others beyond just accessing their narratives and while it is not narrative 
or connection based, looking for sexual health information was also rated quite highly 
(38.9%, n=49).  
Additionally, understanding what ranks as unimportant or of little importance also 
offers another perspective as shown in Figure 11. 
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Figure 11: Ranking of internet activities based on unimportant and little 
importance 
The majority of participants classified categories like finding people for sex, finding 
helplines or support services or finding people for dating as unimportant or of little 
importance, while others such as looking for bars or nightclubs or finding friends who 
share sexual orientation featured as lower priority. These categories all represent more 
traditional, geographical based categories, although finding friends could also occur 
online. For example, before the internet, if a young person in a heterosexual, non-
welcoming community wanted to chat to others like them, share stories or engage with 
non-heterosexual related content they would need to first find those who share their 
sexual orientation. Instead of being geographically restricted, young people can use the 
internet to selectively access a sense of community online (Bond et al., 2009) which may 
indicate less of a need to use the internet for seeking out traditional markers of LGBT 
culture. The results from the questionnaire would suggest that while the internet may 
be used to find others, the primary importance placed on the internet for non-
heterosexual youth is to access media representations and stories. The relatively low 
importance placed on the use of the internet for dating and sex needs may be surprising, 
but it corresponds with the findings from Paradis (2016) who highlighted that while 
young LGBTQ people meet partners online, they tend to place more emphasis on the 
value of socialising with those they meet online as opposed to simply valuing the 
internet as an important tool for dating or sex. The findings in this chapter support 
that idea, particularly the use of dating sites by two interview participants as described 
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later in this chapter. Participants were specifically asked about their perception of the 
level of support they received from the internet. To ensure a similar understanding of 
support was present the following statement was provided along with the question: 
One definition of the word supportive is “providing encouragement or 
emotional help”. Based on this definition how supportive do you think the 
internet has been for you in relation to your sexual orientation?  
As seen in Figure 12, 20.6% (n=26) of participants found the internet to be absolutely 
essential and the majority (52.4 n=66) found it very supportive. Two participants said 
that they did not find the internet supportive, with one of them stating they found the 
support they need from family, while nine others described it as a little supportive.  
 
Figure 12: Perception of support from the internet 
There was also some contradiction present on the questionnaire as some participants 
who said they did not feel like they needed support also rated the internet as being 
either absolutely essential or very supportive. One explanation for this is that while 
there was a definition of support given as part of the internet question, the question 
about whether participants felt like they had needed support did not have this 
definition. It is also possible that when asked directly about whether they needed 
support some participants based their idea of support on traditional support services 
or on concepts which do not match the definition given as part of the internet based 
question.  
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Overall, the closed questionnaire data indicated that a large proportion of the 
participants did find the internet supportive and accessing narratives and stories forms 
a major part of this support. Ensuring that a perception of online support was 
widespread is significant as this may have been a concern if the analysis was only based 
on qualitative data. The findings from this section led to an analysis which focuses 
heavily on the ways in which young people use the internet to access forms of 
representation, narrative and storytelling. It also considers the unique forms of 
informal learning which can be quite specific to non-heterosexual youth, found within 
categories such as sexual health information or finding news and articles. Additionally, 
a concept of characterising and redefining online spaces was present within the data, 
along with indications that the internet is limited in what it can offer. The remainder 
of the chapter will highlight these types of usage in more detail and provide examples 
of how they function in the lives of non-heterosexual youth in Ireland.  
7.3 Narrative Engagement – The need to see “People like me” 
The concept of identity configuration involves aligning a personal narrative with 
master narratives available from one’s surrounding culture through narrative 
engagement (Hammack et al., 2009; Hammack and Cohler, 2009a), essentially finding 
a reflection of the self in others. The internet has broadened access and conceptions of 
culture as young people have the opportunity to engage with narratives online which 
were not as readily accessible to previous generations (Cohler and Hammack, 2007). 
Fox and Ralston (2016) describe how LGBTQ people can use social media as a tool for 
social learning, allowing them to identify, connect with and ultimately learn from 
others who are like them as well as engaging in traditional learning by learning about 
the identities of others or terms such as pansexual. As sexual storytelling has become 
a commonplace occurrence (Plummer, 1995), the social learning that occurs through 
accessing the stories of others offers an opportunity to engage with narratives of 
identity and experience. A large part of the process of narrative engagement involves 
storytelling as participants engage in what Pullen describes as, “placing the self within 
the frame” (Pullen, 2009). As one questionnaire participant put it, “reading other 
peoples stories and experiences is relatable”, with the implication that this participant 
acts as an active audience who reads themselves into the stories which they access.  
The internet was mentioned by some participants when discussing the initial stage of 
trying to understand what their sexual identity was and how it fit in with the 
experiences of others, a process of narrative engagement (Hammack and Cohler, 
2009a). This is unsurprising considering that accepting and understanding the self was 
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both a self-enrichment need and a way to counter internalising stigma. The following 
participant credits the internet with teaching her about alternative sexualities.  
I spent years thinking I was a horrible person for not just choosing one 
sexuality. Without the internet I wouldn't even know other sexualities 
existed, therefore I wouldn't have been able to see the full spectrum of 
sexuality. Without the internets support, and the support of friends, I would 
still be beating myself up about my sexuality. 
18, Female, Pansexual 
Here she describes how her internalised stigma was challenged by opportunities to 
learn about the spectrum of sexuality online. While she states that she had the support 
of friends, clearly an important source of social support (Mustanski et al., 2011b), she 
also suggests that the internet offers her access to information which is not present 
within her social circle allowing her to bridge gaps in her knowledge by going online 
(DeHaan et al., 2013).  
Just as the importance of visibility and representation was highlighted as being 
supportive during formative stages in Chapter Six, the internet can be a form of support 
by simply existing as a site for exploration. As well as learning about the existence of 
certain sexual identities, the internet offers the ability to see the experiences of others 
which gives the potential to draw from the narrative of others and incorporate that into 
the process of developing self-identity.  
When I first became aware I was not heterosexual, seeing videos/blogs from 
lgbt people helped me to understand my sexual orientation 
19, Female, Bisexual 
Here the participant is engaging in a form of social learning in which viewing the stories 
of others (Fox and Ralston, 2016) gives her a method of identity comparison (Eliason 
and Schope, 2007). The diverse forms of media she can access online offer her role 
models and inspiration and this in turn offers her a language and culture of sexuality 
which she can learn from (Gomillion and Giuliano, 2011). Similarly, the participant 
below found that the internet offered her a ‘people like me’ opportunity to find those 
who also had a more fluid and non-labelled sense of their sexual identity due to what 
she characterises as a heterosexual social environment.  
I feel my sexuality is middle of the spectrum but also very fluid, when first 
coming to terms with not being a straight person I wanted a label, a 
definitive spot to land on that Kinsey scale, to feel like I had a definitive 
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identity that was easily understood, but now I realise that's not who I am 
and it took awhile to come to terms with that there isn't any common label 
that fits right and that's okay. My friends and family are almost exclusively 
hetrosexual with minimal interaction with anything lgbt before me, so no 
one could help me figure it out or understand it but online I saw lots of 
people feel this way and its totally fine, which absolutely helped me now be 
comfortable in myself. 
20, Female, Prefers not to label it 
As this participant highlights, the absence of “anything lgbt” within her social 
environment led to a situation where the tools to understand and validate her identity 
through comparison with others were only perceived as being available online. Hillier 
and Harrison (2007) have described how space deprived same sex attracted youth can 
go online and find safe space for practicing identity. Yet, for those who have a more 
fluid or less binary identity, it may be that the internet is not providing a safe space for 
practice as much as it is providing access to alternative cultures in which to discover 
valid identities and new possibilities (Cohler and Hammack, 2007). While this could 
easily be perceived as being simply about information, it also involves validation from 
peers, which makes sense given that a large way we learn and perceive our social and 
cultural identities is through relationships with others (Giddens, 2003, p. 200). For 
example, the participant below finds support online not simply in seeing her identity 
reflected in others, but through accessing a community of people who would validate 
her identity and help her deal with challenges to her sense of identity, something she 
perceives as forming support.  
Being asexual, there tends to be a worry that you'll never have substantial 
relationships - you're too strange, you don't have enough to offer. Support 
and understanding from other asexuals is overwhelmingly important in 
dealing with this. Similarly, when I had my first crush on a girl, I was kind 
of scared, and having an online community of people who thought it was 
normal and fine helped me get through that initial panic. I don't need that 
support so much these days, but it's helped me in the past. 
19, Female, asexual, panromantic 
As in chapter 6, the need to access a sense of valid identity can be particularly 
pronounced for those who fall outside a heterosexual/homosexual binary, or those who 
may identify outside of the LGBT umbrella. The internet was seen as vitally important 
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by those who saw no reflection of themselves in their immediate social environment as 
it provided a space in which they can perform essential developmental tasks which are 
not available in their offline world (Craig and McInroy, 2014). Accessing alternative 
social spaces can also serves to lessen isolation.  
Its scary at the start when you are young and feel like the only gay person 
in the world! :P To me it seemed like such a foreign concept so I needed to 
arm myself with information before really admitting it to myself. YouTube 
channels like the beaver bunch when I was a teenager really helped me to 
feel less alone and less scared. They also gave good level headed advise about 
coming out which is important. 
25, Female, Lesbian  
The participant here talks about a journey of self-acceptance and finding coming out 
advice in way which suggests that the internet did act as a space to conduct formative 
identity work before coming out and introducing that identity to others offline (DeHaan 
et al., 2013). Her loneliness was not found in the absence of people around her but 
rather in the absence of people like her. What is critical to note about the information 
found in the non-heterosexual content accessed by many is that those who described 
finding it useful often did so in a way which suggests this information was not available 
to them offline. Particularly in the case of coming out stories which does not have a 
heterosexual equivalent, the internet becomes an essential method of accessing these 
resources in the absence of non-heterosexual support services or visibility. The 
following participant specifically describes going online to find the support she needed 
throughout the process of self-acceptance because she “didn’t know many LGBT 
people”, suggesting that the presence of LGBT people was something she needed in 
order to find acceptance. 
Before I came out I didn't know many LGBT people and so I had no one to 
talk to about what I was feeling. I went online to find support and I know I 
would not have accepted myself like I did without that. 
21, Female, Lesbian 
Later in the questionnaire she describes the internet as “the only support I had access 
to”, highlighting forums, chatrooms and YouTube as online activities which she 
classified as supportive. By classifying online spaces as her only access to support, the 
implication is that she classified her offline spaces and thereby her offline social world 
as not being conducive to support. This is something which links into the idea of place 
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and a sense of existential insideness or outsideness that an individual may experience 
(Relph, 1976).  
Because my family is very anti-homosexuality, I felt very much alone and 
unable to talk about my own sexuality for a long time. Reading about other 
people with similar experiences online helped me to cope and made me feel 
less alone. 
19, Female, Bisexual 
In the example above the participant makes a link between the negative attitudes of 
her family and her feelings of isolation. Presumably, this reflects the inability to be 
herself within her family because while family should evoke a sense of place which 
involves belonging and acceptance, their negativity prevented that. She then mentions 
people with similar experiences and how that helped her. Again, the argument I would 
make is that accessing a ‘people like me’ narrative is not just important for 
understanding similarities in sexual identity, but also similarities in life circumstances. 
So the participant in the above example found an increased ability to cope with her 
family’s homophobic attitudes, or to deal with her offline sense of belonging, by 
connecting with those who had a similar experience and using that to lessen the 
negative sense of place which she felt among family. Bryan Wuest (2014) found a 
similar concept in the range of life circumstances represented in coming out videos on 
YouTube which consequently allows for very specific forms of representation and access 
to representation which may serve to lesson isolation. This process of active 
participation in accessing non-heterosexual storytelling is a major way in which people 
can find opportunities for narrative engagement, as the following participant 
highlights.  
Learning other people's stories regarding their sexual orientation and 
coming out process has been very important support-wise for me to know 
there are others going through the same situations as myself. 
20, Female, Lesbian 
Similarly, Finn describes in more detail how narrative engagement (Hammack and 
Cohler, 2009a), for him, occurred through reading about how others like him felt and 
thought about their sexuality. 
Finn: I was trying to figure my sexuality and myself out. Especially tumblr 
came into play with that a lot….there was the odd blog I would come across 
on my dash that someone else had blogged …I’d go back and read their 
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personal kind of diary I guess you could say, because they were putting up 
diary entry kind of things. But it wasn’t just their interests and their lives, 
they were expressing their feelings towards their sexuality and trying to 
figure out at the same time I was. And they were making more progress 
than I was so it was kind of like, I read what they did and said, and I agreed 
with it. So I kind of figured things out from that. 
Within this answer Finn mentions how others, “were making more progress than I 
was”, indicating that he had a perception of how a narrative of sexual identity should 
progress and that he was engaging in identity comparison to situate himself within a 
wider sense of what it means to be gay (Eliason and Schope, 2007). The opportunity to 
view the journey of others helped him to figure out his own sense of identity, indicating 
that narrative engagement occurred through informal social learning (Fox and Ralston, 
2016). It also suggests while stories can offer possibility, they may also constrain 
possibility if a person feels that they are supposed to follow a certain line of progress. 
The more dangerous or negative aspects of narrative constraining lead to the ideas of 
suicide or vulnerability being an inevitable or expected outcome as others have 
critiqued (Bryan and Mayock, 2016, 2012; Cover, 2016; Savin-Williams and Ream, 
2003). Chloe similarly addresses ideas of progress when answering why she listed the 
internet as very supportive.  
Chloe: The people I was looking up online were already out and were already 
living their lives ‘out’ and like it was no big deal. But they were talking, like 
they were saying like ‘I had to get to this point’ like ‘it was a bit iffy for a 
while’ you know, ‘like things were confusing but I’m here now and it’s grand’. 
So that was helpful to be like ‘it’s going to be grand like’. ‘This is only a big 
deal now but like, I’m going to figure it out like and it’s not going to be a big 
deal at all’. 
By contextualising her experience with the stories of others who had been in the same 
situation as her, Chloe was able to gain perspective and have hope that in the future 
things would be easier, drawing upon a similar narrative to that presented by the It 
Gets Better campaign (Tropiano, 2014). The data from the questionnaire highlighted 
how ways of accessing narrative were prioritised as being particularly important to the 
participants. This section has described some of the ways in which non-heterosexuals 
can use the internet for narrative engagement to achieve identity configuration and 
comparing with others (Hammack et al., 2009; Hammack and Cohler, 2009a) in order 
to experience personal enrichment.   
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7.4 Unique forms of informal learning 7.4.1 Finding coming out stories 
One area which came up repeatedly in the questionnaire is that of accessing coming 
out stories. While some of the other forms of internet usage categorised in the survey 
are essentially the same as heterosexual usage only with a focus on sexual orientation, 
such as reading news stories or finding friends with the same sexual orientation, the 
category of coming out stories is one for which there is not a heterosexual equivalent. 
As Plummer (1995) has written, the coming out story has become a narrative with its 
own distinct features that offer a template for sexual minorities to construct their 
personal identity narrative. The concept of coming out still forms a master narrative in 
society and it makes sense that those engaging in the process of narrative engagement 
would use the internet to access narratives of coming out (Cohler and Hammack, 2007). 
The development of a genre of coming out videos attests to the popularity of accessing 
coming out narratives online (Alexander and Losh, 2010). Additionally, The 
LGBTIreland report (Higgins et al., 2016a) identified the internet as being useful 
through responses given to a question about what helped their participants with coming 
out. The authors write that: 
“The internet also provided people with advice about approaches to coming 
out which they could then utilise in their own lives. People were also able to 
access others’ experiences of identifying as LGBTI and coming out through 
YouTube videos and ‘It Gets Better’ project videos, and to draw hope, 
inspiration and advice from these shared experiences”. (Higgins et al., 
2016a, p. 68) 
23.8% of participants in this study described accessing coming out stories online as 
being absolutely essential for them, while 25.4% described it as being very important, 
collectively, almost half of all participants. Coming out stories served as a genre for 
informal learning as participants described gaining advice which they could incorporate 
into their own lives.  
Even though I felt confused, from watching people's coming out stories, I 
knew it was alright for me to take my time and figure myself out. There's no 
clock ticking away, no rush to tell everyone who I am. 
19, genderfluid, Lesbian 
Wuest has argued that coming out videos serve as a form of acculturation as non-
heterosexual youth, ”receive information about a shared culture” which aids them in in 
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a community aspect but also to ”survive in mainstream culture” (Wuest, 2014, p. 21). 
Coming out stories served as a form of preparation for what coming out would entail, 
which highlights how non-heterosexual youth have to consider the implications and 
consequences of coming out and its potential to transform their sense of space.  
Throughout my teens I knew I was gay but sort of denied it as well. 
Watching coming out videos really prepared me for my own coming out. 
23, Male, Gay 
Three of the interview participants offer their insight into why coming out videos were 
useful for them. Firstly, Anthony describes a process of preparation where he learned 
about different coming out experiences from others and took lessons from them which 
he could apply to his own coming out.  
Anthony: Yeah, I would’ve looked at a lot of them. Even just like, you see 
negative stuff. So it was kinda, this, it kinda scares you but then its, they’re 
always like gives a silver lining at the end of it, so you’re not going in 
expecting it to be all lollipops and rainbows. You have to, that’s why, you 
have to go in a bit cautious. And I suppose it is educational, cause some 
people just go in and just blurt it out and expect the best when actually it’s, 
no you should’ve approached it a little bit differently.  
Interviewer: Okay, so do you think it almost prepared you a bit of ‘what if’ 
in different scenarios? 
Anthony: Yeah exactly, cause I think some people go into it expecting, be 
like you’ve to accept it straight away. The stories are kinda like no they 
needed their time, and I have to respect that cause they have to respect that 
I’m gay and this is my life. I’ve to respect that it’s new news to them and 
that it’s going to take a while. 
This contexualising process of examining positive and negative repercussions was also 
identified by Finn who engaged in an act of comparison by estimating where his own 
coming out might fit across the spectrum of the experiences of others, stating, “this is 
the worst it could be and this is the most fantastic it can be” so that he could gauge 
where his own coming out story might fit. Similar to Anthony above, Emma essentially 
learned what to expect from herself and others through accessing coming out stories. 
Just as Ken Plummer (1995) describes coming out as a sexual story with a specific 
template and cultural understanding, Emma describes how through coming out stories 
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online she learned, “what a coming out is”, even while she acknowledges that everyone’s 
story is different. 
Emma: And I think reading those coming out stories just helped me realise 
that there is no one kind of coming out and there's no one kind of reaction 
and you can get anything and it's not about you it's about the people around 
you. So I think that they are very helpful and I think that if it comes back 
to wanting people like you, or knowing people like you. If you have to come 
out and you don't even know what a coming out is, it's very difficult. But if 
you can read those stories, it's a lot easier. 
An analysis of coming out advice found online determined that coming out advice serves 
to normalise the act of coming out by presenting it as something which is both routine 
and rational (Chirrey, 2011). The findings presented here show that from the 
perspective of the young people accessing coming out stories, these stories act as 
educational tools which offer advice, but also the potential to prepare for and 
contextualise one’s own coming out.  
7.4.2 Sexual Health and School as a Shrunken Space 
One of the clearest examples of both traditional learning and online resources being 
used because of inadequate offline resources found within this study was in sexual 
health. This is not surprising as the internet has been found to be a useful source of 
sexual health information for non-heterosexuals (Magee et al., 2012; Mustanski et al., 
2011a) particularly in the absence of resources available offline (DeHaan et al., 2013). 
This matches with the results found in this study as there was strong evidence that 
sexual health information online was useful, largely because of weaknesses in the 
sexual health information offered to non-heterosexual youth in school and other offline 
spaces. As well as the information offered in schools, there is also the question of 
whether school operates as a shrunken space (Paradis, 2016) for non-heterosexual 
youth in Ireland. Both of the large scale Irish studies indicated that non-heterosexual 
youth face high levels of bullying and high numbers feel themselves to be outsiders 
within their school environment (Higgins et al., 2016a; Mayock et al., 2009). Thomas, 
who is still in school, describes why looking up sexual health information online was 
important for him.  
Thomas: Like they did have sex Ed in school and stuff but it was aimed at 
straight people, like they didn’t explain anything like with sex with gay 
people or anything else. So I wanna know that I was safe there.  
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Not only did the sex education that Thomas received fail to provide him with relevant 
information about his sexual orientation, but it also provided incorrect information. He 
goes on to tell a story about how his school sex education addressed anal sex, but in the 
context of heterosexuality. 
Thomas: But like they did talk, which I don’t think they meant to, like they 
were talking about straight people, they were talking about anal sex and 
they were saying like that you’d eventually have to wear like a diaper and 
stuff. 
Interviewer: Oh wow. 
Thomas: Yeah and I was just like that’s if you’re straight and you don’t know 
what you’re doing. (laughs) 
Interviewer: (laughs) Yeah, yeah.  
Thomas: Like there’s a thing called lube, taking it slow. (laughs) 
While Thomas retold this story as a humorous incident it does indicate a serious 
problem with level and type of discourse provided to him about sex in school. He was 
able to counter this misinformation with other information that he had found online, 
but it is an issue that non-heterosexual young people need to find their own sexual 
health information instead of being able to rely on the information given in school, the 
same way that heterosexual students might. Thomas appears to recognise this when 
he describes his reaction to the above incident.  
Interviewer: Yeah and did you know at the time when you heard that, that 
it was bad information? 
Thomas: Yeah I, cause I like looked it up and then I knew and like they were 
saying it and I was just like, this is wrong. Cause like you are saying it like 
straight people having anal sex but like there’s a gay person in the class, 
that’s the only way they really can.  
Thomas perceived this information as particularly bad because while it was just 
another option for sex in terms of heterosexuality, to him it represented the only way 
that gay men really can have sex. The incorrect information he heard in a sex education 
class effectively told him that he could not safely have sex, an incredibly dangerous 
misconception that he was only able to challenge through information he had found 
himself online. From the very beginning of telling this story he describes how this 
information was, “aimed at straight people” and so it ignored the fact that “there’s a 
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gay person in the class”. Thomas retold this story in direct response to the question of 
why he rated looking up sexual health information as being important to him. His 
answer indicates that he saw school sex education as inadequate and not inclusive of 
his sexual orientation, leaving him with a need to find adequate sexual health 
information elsewhere. Similarly, when Mark was asked if there was anywhere else he 
could have found sexual health information he replied, “Well I suppose you could find 
out in your doctor’s surgery but anywhere I had to look up anything it was generally 
online”.  
The ability to find information about sexual health online appears to be something 
which participants valued as it offered them the opportunity to make healthy decisions, 
however this even extends to more basic knowledge such as what non-heterosexual sex 
involves. In the following quote Anthony describes how searching online about what 
gay sex involved helped him to avoid making poor decisions out of ignorance as his 
offline life had not offered opportunities to gain this knowledge.  
Anthony: Google like, even like sex stuff. Silly stuff like that where you’d be 
kinda like, cause I never watched porn or anything like that until the 
internet, so I wouldn’t have had a clue about like what actually happens. So 
like that was very good cause it was like you’re just going to get yourself into 
a situation where you could do something really stupid just from not 
knowing.  
Despite having attended a very inclusive and LGBT friendly school, Finn described the 
internet as very important for finding sexual health information because of the 
limitations he still saw in the school’s sexual health information, stating that a support 
service was not allowed to come in and provide an LGBT sexual health class because 
people were under 18. While this section has described the positive opportunity that 
non-heterosexual youth access sexual health information online, it is also highlights 
that the need to do so is driven by the absence of resources which should be offered to 
them in school. This serves as an example of an online resource functioning as a 
replacement for an offline absence. However, while it is good that non-heterosexual 
youth can find this information online, this brings up the question of why should they 
have to do so? The LGBT Lives report found that only 5% of their overall sample and 
8% of students currently in school could remember LGBT content in their school 
curriculum (Mayock et al., 2009) Additionally, a US based study found that LGBTQ 
youth were much more likely to seek out sexual health information online than their 
heterosexual peers and they considered a lack of offline supports to be a major factor in 
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this difference. One of the conclusions they draw from this is that more should be done 
to ensure that students of all orientations receive relevant sexual health education in 
school. (Mitchell et al., 2014) While there is no corresponding data that allows for 
comparisons between heterosexual and non-heterosexual youth in Ireland, this section 
of the findings indicate that lack of offline supports, particularly inadequate sexual 
health information in schools, appears to be a major motivation for why non-
heterosexual youth in Ireland use the internet to find sexual health information and 
for why they find that to be an important source of support. While there is provision of 
HSE funding for awareness campaigns and safe sex information directed at young 
people within the LGBT community, there is still a need to provide sexual health 
education to young people in schools which gives them formal learning opportunities 
needed for safe sexual practice irrespective of their sexual orientation. As one 
questionnaire participant stated, “Something as basic as having homosexuality 
explained in sex education would change lives”. 
While this discussion has so far centred on sexual health education, a key part of sexual 
literacy also involves identity. In the excerpt below, Emma brings up sexual health 
education when answering a question about sexual identity in school.  
Interviewer: And did you learn about sexual identity in school at all? 
Emma: Nope. And I remember we did sex ed every single year in school up 
until 5th year so there was a lot of opportunities but we didn’t. And I even 
had one teacher who was very, who was quite young and she was very, 
answered questions about everything and anything to the point where it 
was nearly inappropriate but it was very informative for teenagers who just 
want to know the answers but there was not a single thing said about same 
sex relationships or anything. 
Emma’s answer is a reminder that education around sexuality in schools is not just 
about sex, but it also serves to define norms and offer visibility of what life can look 
like. For example, showing the existence of a same-sex relationship. Later in the 
interview she comes back to this point.  
Emma: In sex ed, discussing sexual orientation is [should be] a massive 
thing and I don't know why they don't do it, it doesn't make any sense. And 
I think teachers should be briefed on that, and should be trained…. Dialogue 
is all it really is, just making it something that you're able to talk about. 
Because when I was in school if you even said anything to do with being gay 
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you were labelled and you would probably be bullied and there was no 
coming back. 
Emma associates the lack of dialogue on sexual orientation in school and in sex 
education classes with the distinction of school being a shrunken space (Paradis, 2016). 
Emma did turn to the internet when it came to sexual health information, something 
she listed as absolutely essential on the questionnaire.  
When asked about support they wish had been available to them some participants 
mentioned how schools could do more to support non-heterosexual youth. In fact, 
increased school support was the most commonly mentioned answer to the 
questionnaire question of, “Is there anything (either online or offline) which you would 
like to be available or which you wish had been available to support you in relation to 
your sexual orientation?”. 
I wish there had been more support from my school. LGBT issues were never 
mentioned in my school due to its catholic ethos, but I feel like including us 
in talks of sexual health, or even casual mentions about historical/literary 
figures would have helped in normalising LGBT people. 
20, Female, Bisexual 
One participant offered a comprehensive answer of what this should look like and when 
it should begin.  
I wish there had been far greater support in my secondary school for 
LGBTQ+ issues. I wish it had promoted LGBTQ+ social groups within the 
area (and perhaps established one in the school), provided far more 
information on coming out and homophobia, and 'humanised' LGBTQ+ 
individuals to the student body by getting LGBTQ+ speakers to comment on 
their own experiences and the difficulties they may/may not have faced. It 
is important that many of these begin from a young age (e.g. first year in 
secondary school) rather than solely targeting older individuals (Transition 
Year or later) as it is in those earlier years where people may need it most 
as they begin to learn who they are and need to be equipped with knowledge. 
19, Male, Gay 
The authors of LGBTireland have drawn attention to a number of initiatives that been 
launched to provide more inclusive school environments within the last few years such 
as anti-bullying procedures issued to schools from the Department of Education as well 
as the Department’s co-operation with Belong To and their Stand Up awareness 
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campaign in schools (Higgins et al., 2016a). Their respondents offered suggestions 
about how to improve schools for LGBTI people with the authors identifying 3 major 
themes which are safe space, affirming LGBTI identity and formal education on LGBTI 
issues. The theme of formal education included suggestions to include all genders and 
sexual orientations as part of education of sexual health and identity and also for 
schools not to presume heterosexuality in the delivery of material. The findings in this 
section highlight that in the absence of formal education opportunities, non-
heterosexual youth can and do turn to the internet to meet their information seeking 
needs. While it is good that they can meet those needs, I would argue that more also 
needs to be done to ensure that non-heterosexual young people are receiving relevant 
sexual health information in schools and that schools are creating healthy social 
environments which are inclusive of non-heterosexual students.  
7.4.3 Connecting with community 
The previous sections show how online content relating to non-heterosexuality can be 
used as part of the process of narrative engagement as users find connections between 
their own selves, their identity and the stories of others. However, beyond a personal 
sense of identity, there was an indication that internet usage was useful for helping 
some participants connect with a wider sense of community. This type of usage is less 
about connecting with other individuals and more about using knowledge to create a 
sense of imagined gay community which has implications for one’s sense of collective 
identity as well as potentials for activism (Pullen, 2007). Thomas describes how “I 
mainly learned most about the LGBT community online”. He also watches all of his TV 
content online and counts programmes such as Project Runway or Ru Paul’s Drag Race 
as shows which he particularly enjoys for their connection with LGBT culture. This is 
not surprising considering that the internet offers much more diverse media when it 
comes to LGBT identities (Glaad, 2015; McInroy and Craig, 2017). Chloe described how 
her life has not changed outwardly much since she came out, but that her internet 
usage for LGBT related content has increased.  
Chloe:…I’m more involved in like, read like things like LGBT articles, like 
follow LGBT pages and I’m more like, I follow all the LGBT community on 
Facebook and things… Cause all my friends are really straight like we won’t 
all sit down like and go like ‘what did you read on Afterellen this week?’ 
As described later in Chapter 8, Chloe has a great relationship with her friends and 
finds them very supportive, yet she describes a need to engage with shared experiences 
Chapter 7: An Analysis of Non-Heterosexual Internet Usage in Ireland 
 
143 
 
that she does not find among her straight friends, or to connect with a wider sense of 
community, something she does not find opportunities for in her current social circle. 
She also saw a difference between the type of community reflected in the media and 
her own life.   
Chloe: I watched the L word, all six seasons and I was like, ‘where’s my gang 
of lesbians’, ‘what’s going on here, like where do you find them?’. Like just 
for that really, mix with other people. 
As highlighted previously in this chapter, 62% of participants rated reading news 
stories or articles relating to their sexual orientation as either absolutely essential or 
very important and further exploration of this indicates that there is a connection 
between news stories and a sense of imagined gay community. Anthony described his 
purpose in reading news stories or articles online as, ”just to educate yourself and to 
know… what community you’re growing up in”. Pullen has described how the imagined 
gay community functions as a philosophical community (2007), and here Anthony 
draws upon the concept in a way which links with the material reality of his life. As 
covered in Chapter 8, Anthony was aware of his identity for a long time before engaging 
with an LGBT community, something he desired to do but had no opportunity for. This 
indicates that he saw himself as part of a philosophical community before he had any 
kind of physical presence within that community. In describing why she finds news 
stories important Chloe makes a distinction between what she sees as the gay or LGBT 
world and the rest of the world.  
Chloe: Sometimes it feels like the LGBT community in terms of the world is 
like separate,...you know, where you go to these places and you go to these 
websites, d’ya know. And like everybody there is into it but like the world 
never talks about it…Yeah so I’d go on to the websites and things and just 
read about things that are happening in the gay world. 
It is clear that Chloe sees herself as being part of this gay world, yet she does not find 
opportunities to actively participate in the gay world common among her group of 
friends, making the internet the place she can both find and participate in a collective 
sense of community. Emma’s excitement at seeing gay related stories in LGBT media 
also highlights how the construction of LGBT community online can also be seen as a 
reaction to the lack of representation and inclusion in mainstream society or ‘the rest 
of the world’ as Chloe put it.  
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Emma: I would get so excited whenever there would be a story coming up, 
something in mainstream media and it was about gay people, that wasn't 
kind of defamatory or whatever, like it wasn't negative.  
Chloe found a similar excitement in mainstream news inclusion and described that it 
made her feel, “like the world is more on your level”. Emma also draws upon the idea 
of the imagined gay community (Pullen, 2007) when she describes how the range of 
internet use types that she engages with helps her to situate her sense of identity, 
individually and collectively.  
Emma: I think all of those different categories [of internet usage] are 
important to get a range of, kind of support, or just knowledge about what 
it's like to be gay in this world. 
The potential does exist for civic activism to exist through non-heterosexual news and 
media in extending the imagined gay community to be a globalised and diverse 
community, not just one in which someone can self-identify culturally. In answering 
why he found news stories important, Finn brings the conversation to identity and 
LGBT rights and activism.  
Finn: Like especially from like fifth year on, I became like a lot more 
involved in like LGBT rights and that kind of stuff. I got in all the [Local 
LGBT organisation] stuff and started doing stuff with them….And also a 
personal sense, like these are the rights I have, these are the rights I don’t 
have. If I go to this country I can be jailed, I can be murdered, like it’s such 
a personal thing. Because I always wanted to travel the world. And then 
also like believing that everyone should have the same rights. Like that kind 
of stuff. 
Here Finn makes a connection between his personal identity and others who share that 
identity as he seeks out knowledge about the rights and experiences of people like him 
around the world, drawing to mind Giddens (2003) assertion that a transformation of 
place links self and identity in a global environment. Emma makes a similar connection 
between her own personal story and the wider sense of equality and community that 
she sees herself as belonging to because of her sexual identity.  
Emma: I remember this picture went viral of Ugandan activists having their 
first pride parade where being gay is punishable by death in their country. 
That for me was a huge source of inspiration, while I'm sitting over coffee 
with one of my good friends being nervous about telling her I'm gay…… It 
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doesn't necessarily help you come to terms with how you feel because it can 
be hard for you to see those things…But it keeps me in touch with other 
parts of the world that if we didn't have the internet you would never hear 
about.  
The type of engagement Emma describes here is not one which involves a personal 
sense of narrative engagement, such as seen in coming out stories. Instead, Emma links 
her personal story into the wider context of the community she sees herself as being 
part of. As she states, the primary purpose in this is not feeling better about herself, 
although she finds inspiration in it, but rather it offers her a sense of connection with 
a people like me narrative around the world, essentially creating the feeling that she is 
part of a global imagined gay community (Pullen, 2007), even with those who are not 
part of a westernised gay culture.  
7.5 Reshaping and redefining spaces 
Within the discussion of sexual health above, an image emerges of spaces which are 
characterised as heterosexual versus non-heterosexual. For example, when discussing 
his sex education classes in school, Thomas described how it was “aimed at straight 
people” and so it ignored the fact that “there’s a gay person in the class”. This use of 
language indicates a space perceived by Thomas as being largely heterosexual with 
information targeted for heterosexuals despite his presence there. Writing about both 
indirect and direct forms of regulation, such as homophobic jokes or assumptions about 
normative sexuality, Browne et al (2007) state the following: 
These everyday contexts, discussions and practices not only create an 
‘Other’ to heterosexuality, they also constitute spaces as heterosexual and, 
indeed, constitute heterosexuality itself (2007, p. 3).  
To draw upon the idea of place, this brings up questions of belonging. If you are in a 
space perceived as heterosexual which utilises language and content which you 
perceive as ignoring you, what are the implications of this for how you see yourself 
belonging in that space? The following quote encapsulates this concept perfectly.  
Communities are about being on the inside, which means they are also 
ultimately about being on the outside. They are about belonging, which 
means they are also ultimately about being excluded. (Johnston and 
Longhurst, 2009, p. 61) 
It also raises questions about the possibility of finding belonging in spaces which are 
free from these types of regulation. A characterisation of spaces was evident in the way 
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some participants described online spaces such as Tumblr which were useful to them. 
Thomas speaks about Tumblr as being an educational and activist place.  
Thomas: I just really like it cause like you can share funny stuff and 
everything, but then people talk about issues and stuff. Sometimes a bit too 
much and they don’t really know what they’re talking about, but they just 
go too heavy but em, yeah they do talk about issues and stuff and kind of 
include everyone.  
In this excerpt Thomas describes a space which has a particular reputation in terms of 
activism and diversity. He describes how Tumblr helped him with, “learning what I am, 
what other people are and how to like, be respectful”. After discussing how he does not 
use Facebook to share things, despite posting a lot on Tumblr, he later describes 
Facebook as being a site where he encounters ignorance and homophobia. 
Interviewer: Do you ever kind of encounter homophobic content online? 
Thomas: Yeah sometimes, but it’s not like aimed like at me, but like its 
mainly Facebook. Facebook people are so ignorant.  
Not only does he characterise the website as being a site for homophobia, but he 
describes ‘Facebook people’ as ignorant. Inherent within this wording is the idea that 
Thomas sees Facebook as being a place that represents a more traditional, heterosexist 
audience, whereas Tumblr is an LGBT friendly space which represents a more 
progressive view on sex and gender which more closely aligns with his own attitudes 
and beliefs.  
Using Fraser’s (1990) concept of counterpublics and Madianou and Miller’s (2013) 
concept of polymedia, Renninger (2015) identifies a number of affordances which have 
made Tumblr a popular online space among the asexual community. Amongst these are 
the private follower system in use as opposed to a public friends list, the widespread 
use of likes and reblogs which links back to an original creator as opposed to a more 
open sharing and commenting system, and the use of hashtags. Perhaps the most 
significant, however, is the profile system which does not encourage a list of personal 
information such as name, age, location etc.. such as found on Facebook profiles, but 
instead encourages and allows users to construct their own forms of identity and even 
use pseudonyms or blog names as their username. Renninger argues that these 
affordances have allowed Tumblr to become a counterpublic space which “allows those 
that lie outside of sanctioned publics to map their own ideologies, thoughts, and 
subjectivities among people, mostly strangers, that share an awareness of similar 
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countercultural referents” (2015, p. 1526) and it would appear that Thomas has 
identified this difference in his own experience of using Tumblr and using Facebook. 
Finn describes a similar experience with Tumblr as he describes how the people on 
Tumblr are like him in terms of views and experiences, but also because he can shape 
the space itself. 
Finn: Tumblr is just like I can select what comes up on my dash, kind of 
thing, so it’s only like what I want to see and it’s only like things I’m 
interested in and things that are topical towards what I’m interested in. It’s 
kind of a safe place, because I can choose what I see and where I see it, kind 
of thing. If that makes sense? And the majority of people that would be on 
it that I would interact with would have the same views as me. Like I’ve 
talked to people and we’ve had similar experiences, and we support that way 
with each other. 
Not only does it contain people with similar experiences to him, but Finn describes 
Tumblr as being a safe place because ‘I can choose what I see and where I see it’. This 
links back to Renninger’s (2015) identification of affordances such as the follower 
system and hashtagging which allow users to actively shape their experience of the site. 
This also acts as a contrast to typical offline spaces which do not offer the same 
opportunity to shape who and what is encountered. It evokes an idea of empowerment 
as presumably the type of content Finn chooses to see creates a space where he is not 
othered and where heteronormativity is not reinforced. Like Thomas, when asked about 
why he thinks Tumblr has come up so much within the questionnaire, Finn 
characterises the space as LGBT friendly.  
Finn: Like now it would be because it has this community of people that are 
accepting of the entire LGBT community so it made sense for the next 
generation to just continue on with Tumblr. I have no idea how it started 
though. 
Interviewer: But you think that’s what the attraction is, that there is. 
Finn: [Interrupts] Because there’s a massive LGBT community on Tumblr. 
Unlike Facebook, which typically will represent offline life more accurately as you 
connect with presumably mostly heterosexual friends and family, the LGBT community 
on Tumblr is large and accessible as a non-heteronormative space even without coming 
out. Emma describes how Tumblr makes it easy to connect with similar people. 
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Emma: Yeah well I think Tumblr is nice because it offers something for 
everyone no matter what you're into you can find a groups of people who are 
also like that. Which is also why I first gravitated towards the internet in 
general because that's what you can do but Tumblr makes it very easy. 
Given that the context of this discussion and of her gravitation towards the internet is 
based on sexual identity, Emma’s suggestion that “Tumblr makes it very easy”, fits in 
with the idea Thomas also expressed, which is that Facebook is characterised as a 
heterosexual space where as Tumblr largely manifests the idea of ‘people like me’ and 
offers a feature set which makes finding these people much easier. Additionally, Emma 
mentions the idea of finding “people who are also like that…no matter what you’re into”. 
This highlights the idea of networked individualism (Wellman, 2001) and finding 
alternative spaces online within which can be found friends, attitudes and beliefs which 
reflect one’s own, particularly if access to that is not available offline or through typical 
social media channels which reflect one’s offline life, something reflected in the work of 
others (Bond et al., 2009; Wuest, 2014). There appeared to be a collective awareness 
across the interviews and questionnaire that Tumblr acts as an alternative to 
heteronormative spaces due to the high level of diverse and heteronormative-
challenging content found on the site, but also due to the affordances of Tumblr which 
allow users to more actively curate the type of content and users they encounter, as 
opposed to Facebook which more closely replicates a friends structure encountered 
offline. From a polymedia perspective, the social act of choosing to engage with non-
heterosexual content in a largely heterosexual space like Facebook is one which may 
have unpleasant consequences, and it appears that some participants actively chose to 
use Tumblr for exploration because they perceived that it offered a safer and more 
diverse environment in which to do so. 
In her study Paradis (2016) focuses on online LGBT environments, however, as 
mentioned in Chapter 5, this may end up excluding spaces which are not explicitly 
LGBT, yet are used for sexual identity related purposes. While a website like Tumblr 
has gained a reputation for being LGBT or non-heterosexual friendly, there was also 
indications that participants found ways to use websites differently than they were 
intended to meet specific support needs, essentially reconfiguring (Fraiberg, 1995) or 
reshaping these spaces. Amy describes using dating sites like Gaydar Girls and then 
later Tinder, which is not specifically an LGBT service. However, she did not define her 
primary use for these sites as being dating.  
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Amy: Like these are specifically for dating but I'd use them to talk to people 
as well. I wasn't actually looking for anyone or meeting up with anyone. It 
was more just having someone to talk to that was the same. 
Interviewer: And did you find the opportunity to do that on those sites? 
Amy: Yeah, it was a lot of people the same, just looking to talk, not looking 
for anything. 
Interviewer: Okay so they were, because I never actually realised that, so 
there were other people there as well for the same reason. 
Amy: Yeah just looking for support, just to talk to people. It wasn't about 
looking for relationships. 
Amy attributes intention in each of her statements here as she repeatedly states that 
the people she encountered were not looking for something sexual or romantic, but 
rather that they used the sites ability to share identity labels and its chat function 
primarily for conversation. She also draws on a people like me narrative when 
emphasising that they were the same as her and “just looking to talk”, meeting the 
need of socializing which Paradis found highly important to LGBTQ youth (Paradis, 
2016).  
7.6 Negativity and Online Limitations 
While this chapter has highlighted the positive potential of the internet, there is, of 
course, the potential for exposure to negativity online, although perceptions of what 
this means may vary. In the following excerpt, Amy acknowledges that while she has 
seen negativity online, she does not perceive that as formulating a negative experience 
online. 
Interviewer: And have you had any negative experience online in relation to 
your sexual orientation? 
Amy: No I wouldn't say so. Like I'd see negative things online in relation to 
it…but those kind of things don't bother me because most of the things I 
actually see are supportive.  
It appears that while Amy sees negativity online, she still characterises the internet as 
a supportive space and this acts as a buffer towards the negativity. She goes on to 
describe how, “all my friends on Facebook are really supportive”, particularly when it 
came to the marriage referendum. The fact that she saw so much positivity among 
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friends also helped her to contextualise the negativity as being wrong and in the 
minority.  
Amy: I just saw a few negative things and they didn't really bother me 
because the majority of things were positive. I felt like the ones that were 
negative things were wrong, like they're the minority. 
Similar to Amy’s attitude of minimising the importance of negativity seen online, 
Emma speaks about those who promote hate online as having issues which cause them 
to act that way, implying that their behaviour is not normal or expected.  
Emma: Any hate I've seen it's usually from people who are super religious 
or seem to be very closeted. Now that's me making assumptions about them, 
I don't know, but it seems to be so irrelevant to their life that there must be 
a reason why they are so obsessed with gay people.  
Anthony also makes a distinction between trolling and homophobic beliefs which seem 
to be genuinely held.  
Anthony: I think most of that’s just like trolls that are, that’s all they really 
can think of that’s like you’re a fag or a homo or stuff, but when it’s like a 
serious person that’s coming out and its actually like no that’s actually what 
they believe and it’s not something they’re hiding behind and it’s their actual 
beliefs and they wanna do harm to gay people and they wanna give gay 
people less rights, that kinda stuff. 
Interviewer: Yeah okay, so would it bother you more if it’s more legitimate 
than just somebody calling names and that kinda thing? 
Anthony: Yeah. Yeah exactly.   
He indicates that the intent behind homophobic comments online matter more to him 
than the comments themselves. While this offers the ability to ignore trolling, it also 
highlights that there is a vulnerability present if faced with genuine homophobic intent. 
One questionnaire participant mentions this as part of her answer about how her 
sexual orientation has had a negative impact on her life when she writes, “...seeing 
homophobia online or in real life feels like a personal attack”. While young people may 
employ strategies to lessen the impact of negativity found online, there was some 
evidence that not all experience the internet as empowering. This was limited, although 
it should be noted that this study did emphasise positive experiences over negative 
ones. One of the two participants in the questionnaire who stated that they found the 
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internet unsupportive also highlighted how she perceives the internet as an unsafe 
space. 
I dislike the things I view online about being gay. I find the majority of it is 
negative about something bad happening to someone gay. It generally just 
makes me upset. The only thing I have found useful was when I had to 
google gaybar in NY. 
22, Female, Lesbian 
Another respondent indicates that his initial experience of informal education online 
was based on dangerous misconceptions, highlighting the danger of assuming the 
information found online will always be safe or useful.  
It is impossible to handle alone. When I was growing up I believed it was a 
disease and I used the internet to find cures for it. Education is so important. 
LGBT youth need support and reassurance to understand that being gay is 
OK. 
22, Male, Gay 
Another participant. who previously indicated that he found the internet ‘very 
supportive’, also mentioned that he saw its limitations.   
The internet only does so much to provide support, however I did not have 
the courage to engage with LGBT help services due to my own struggles. 
21, Male, Queer 
The idea of the internet being an empowering opportunity for non-heterosexual young 
people is one which contradicts risk based fears associated with young people and 
internet usage. However, that does not mitigate the idea of risk, and it could be argued 
that this study over-represents the opportunity available as the focus was on support 
rather than risk.  
7.7 Conclusion 
While it is excellent that young people can empower themselves through online tools 
and knowledge, this chapter also highlights the failures present when young people 
have to search out themselves for knowledge which is readily available for their 
heterosexual peers. This is particularly evident in the Irish school system which 
generally does little to help non-heterosexual youth in processing their sexual identity 
and does even less when it comes to giving them the knowledge about safe sex.  
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Fox and Ralston (2016) identified 3 major forms of informal learning for LGBTQ people: 
social learning, traditional learning and experiential learning. Social learning was 
particularly valued within the findings as it corresponds to the idea of narrative 
engagement through observing others and their stories. Traditional learning was 
particularly evident when it came to finding sexual health information. Similar to how 
Hillier and Harrison (2007) describe practicing an identity online, the experiential 
learning Fox and Ralston found involved actively experience online such as coming out 
online as a bridge to coming out offline, as well as the use of dating sites. While there 
was some evidence of this, the participants put a much greater focus on the process of 
narrative engagement and observation through social learning, for example when Amy 
used Tindr because she wanted to talk to people who were like her. Additionally, 
experiential learning in the form of utilising the internet to engage in dating or for sex 
did not appear to be majorly important to the young people in this study, something 
Paradis (2016) observed in her work. This does not necessarily mean that non-
heterosexual youth in Ireland do not find dating online useful, for example, Thomas did 
describe how dating sites are a necessity for him due to safety concerns. 
Thomas: let’s say if I go up to someone on the street and I think they look 
nice or something or if it was in a club or something, like if it turns out 
they’re not gay, they could have a violent reaction against me for assuming. 
So it’s not like oh I can just go up and ask someone out cause like first I’d 
have to know that they are gay, or at least bisexual. Em, and then like, I 
have to be safe myself cause they could act violent. So you know? 
However, as this study put a focus on perceptions rather than frequency, it appears 
that, overall, the young people in this study did not find experiential learning, 
particularly in the form of engaging in dating or sex, to be as important to them as they 
did with other forms of traditional or social learning. It should be made clear that no 
form of usage was considered completely unimportant as even those which were lower 
rated, such as finding people for sex or finding bars or nightclubs, were considered 
valuable to a small number of participants. The analysis within this chapter attempted 
to prioritise the types of usage which were most salient and valued among the 
participants overall. Considering this approach and the non-representative sample 
used, the findings should not be construed as equating usage or absolute measures of 
value, but rather they present an indication of what was considered most important 
and why within the current sample.  
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This chapter also indicates that for those searching for support due to a lack of visibility 
or perceived support at home, the internet does not just serve as the extension of offline 
life which it serves typically for young people. Instead the internet is used to find the 
language, knowledge and understanding which some non-heterosexual youth will then 
use to construct their sense of identity and belonging in their offline lives (Cohler and 
Hammack, 2007; Gray, 2009b). While the Internet clearly offers opportunities for 
narrative engagement (Hammack and Cohler, 2009a) and support through a ‘People 
like me’ experience as well as opportunities for informal learning (Fox and Ralston, 
2016), there is also potential for redefining offline spaces within non-heterosexual 
internet usage. Opportunities for self-education and finding safe spaces acts as a tool 
of empowerment which offers agency for those who find it lacking in their offline lives. 
While the analysis so far has largely focused on the support that many participants 
received, online support also functions as a way to both react and adapt to offline lives. 
It appears that this is one need for which the internet can provide a strong form of 
support as it offers access to resources which may not be available offline. The ability 
to be comfortable or authentic with identity online has potential implications for place 
by offering the potential to shape a sense of belonging offline through interacting online. 
The following chapter will explore these complexities in more detail by prioritising the 
concept of place and the internet as it acts in individual lives.  
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8 CONTEXT AND THE ROLE OF 
PLACE 
8.1 Introduction 
Just as the previous chapter examined the ways in which the internet can be used to 
empower non-heterosexual youth in challenging and changing limited realities, it is 
worth exploring in-depth how the need to use the internet in this way is tied with the 
material realities of a young person’s offline life. In his work examining power and 
sexuality online, Brickell writes that, “We produce and reproduce ourselves in 
particular ways on the internet, in a forum that, while relatively new, is nevertheless 
anchored in the broader flow of social processes, inequalities and modes of regulation." 
(Brickell, 2012, p. 11). This chapter attempts to analyse the ways in which young non-
heterosexuals used the internet while accounting for this broader flow which is, 
inevitably, intertwined with an individual’s sense of place and the wider context of their 
offline life.  
In approaching issues of cyberspace and geography, Batty writes how there is a macro 
level at which we see the physical or material issues of geography and spaces and there 
is a micro level where, “we can define how real and imagined place/space is influencing 
individual and collective human behaviour". (Batty, 1997, p. 340) While Ireland has 
become highly globalised, place still plays a significant role in how many people see 
their own identity (Inglis and Donnelly, 2011). It makes sense that family and friends 
are identified as an important source of support in this study and others (Mayock et al., 
2009), because our own identities and our sense of belonging in a place is shaped by 
those around us, particularly those we care about. Moving beyond simple discussions 
of online or offline, this section addresses the idea of place and the concept of belonging 
as being a key part of identity development and positive mental health. In their work 
on place and cyberspace, Dodge and Kitchin (2003) offer the following warning about 
overemphasising the importance of online places. 
"Although an online place may provide a sense of belonging, the user may 
reside in an inauthentic place offline. The consequence of this could be that 
a gay man living in an area where there is homophobia or where homosexual 
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practice is illegal may 'belong' online but not offline. The creation of an 
authentic place online, in this case, is only a partial antidote to offline 
placelessness - there is still a need to authenticate place for this person 
offline."  (Dodge and Kitchin, 2003, p. 17) 
In this quote, authenticating place describes a process of integrating a sense of 
belonging into a place. In their example, a gay man who feels a sense of belonging online 
has found an authentic place to be himself, but he still needs to authenticate place 
offline, by finding his sense of belonging and authenticity. I will be using the term 
authenticating place to describe this process of finding a way to feel belonging so that 
you can be authentic in a specific place. Online opportunities can also provide a sense 
of belonging and narrative engagement which an individual can potentially use to 
authenticate place offline. Gray describes a process of authenticating place when she 
writes the following: 
 [Rural youth] use these media engagements with genres of queer realness 
to bring their performances home, anchor them locally, and transform them 
into experiences of self/senses of identity that can and do happen to youth 
“just like them”. (Gray, 2009a, p. 130)  
The findings presented here explore this in further detail by asking how a sense of 
place, as opposed to a geographical classification such as rural, affects the need for the 
internet to shape place. The central argument of this chapter builds upon the findings 
of the previous two chapters to suggest that the internet’s role in place making, rather 
than just offering virtual or online spaces to practice identity, offers narratives which 
both challenge and assist in the process of integrating one’s self-identity into places of 
importance. Additionally, the use of narrative stories highlight the process of how this 
occurs and examines why some youth will have a much higher need to authenticate 
place than others. Psychology employs the concept of protective factors which are 
characteristics central to fostering resilience and wellbeing in sexual minority youth 
(Eisenberg and Resnick, 2006; Mustanski et al., 2011a; Russell, 2003). However, in this 
chapter I identify the presence of protective factors acting as a narrative construct as 
participants retold their stories, a concept which will be explored at the end of the 
chapter. These protective factors and the way in which young people relate to them 
directly tie in with the value which they perceived from the internet and protective 
factors are tied into place and limitations of spaces.  
Writing about narrative research, Connelly and Clandinin describe place as, “where the 
action occurs, where characters are formed and live out their stories and where cultural 
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and social context play constraining and enabling roles.“ (ibid, 1990, p. 8). By choosing 
to focus on the lives of individuals and how they tell their own story, the role of place 
becomes present. This is particularly true for a phenomenological understanding of 
place. Telling stories of identity, growing up and coming out inevitability involves 
stories of belonging, familial relationships and culture and society.  
As discussed in Chapter 5, the decision was made to structure this chapter according 
to each person’s story, presenting it as a narrative case, rather than breaking up the 
data thematically. This facilitates an analysis which looks at the full context of an 
individual’s life. The final section of the chapter will address some of the similarities 
and points of interest between each case. This chapter is also highly qualitative. It is 
important to note that each story represents an individual’s journey and so the idea is 
not to create generalizable theories or conclusions. Instead this provides an in-depth 
analysis of how different factors can contribute to an individual’s sense of place, their 
internet usage and their self-acceptance, with the opportunity to also compare and 
contrast experiences. While the previous chapter primarily addressed the first two 
research questions:  
1. What value do non-heterosexual youth in Ireland place on their internet 
usage? 
2. How do non-heterosexual youth use the internet for support in Ireland? 
This chapter focuses on the second set of questions: 
3. How does the internet usage of non-heterosexual youth affect their sense of 
place? 
4. How does place influence the importance of internet usage for non-
heterosexual youth in Ireland? 
The concepts and ideas highlighted within each individual’s life story are essentially 
the same as those discovered within the previous two chapters around support and the 
internet. However, this chapter will extend understanding of the concepts developed in 
the previous two chapters by examining individual cases of internet usage 
contexualised within the wider context of an individual’s personal narrative. How a 
person structures their own story or narrative is telling as it involves decisions over 
which moments or experiences to emphasise. For example, two people might have had 
negative experiences of bullying at school, but one might mention it in passing where 
as another gives in-depth detail about the impact it had on them. Rather than making 
assumptions about the role of the internet, this chapter allows the young people 
Chapter 8: Context and the Role of Place 
 
157 
 
interviewed to present their own accounts of their lives, sexual identities and the 
importance of their internet usage. Additionally, while place is an important aspect of 
life, the concept itself is not one which people typically discuss. For that reason, 
analysing the importance of place in the relationship between participants and their 
internet usage requires an analysis which interprets the ways that participants 
describe concepts such as belonging or acceptance as aspects of place.  
As discussed in chapter 5, Thomas’ story has not been presented within this chapter. 
After coding the transcripts and creating each biography, it was clear that Thomas’ 
story was very similar to Finn’s. His school was highly LGBT friendly and offered a 
positive space and he also perceived home as being accepting but awkward compared 
to school. While he did engage with LGBT culture online, he did not indicate that the 
internet was particularly important to developing his sense of self. Each one of the 7 
stories presented highlight a different core concept and ultimately, I felt that including 
Thomas’ story would repeat the same core concept, although elements of his story are 
present in Chapter 7. Table 2 provides a summary of the case specific main topic 
(Witzel, 2000) illustrated by each one of the seven participant’s stories.   
Table 2: Case Specific Main Topics for Interviewees 
Participant 
Name 
Core Concept 
Mark Internet had little impact due to offline resources 
Finn School created supportive place 
Anthony Internet essential for authenticating place 
Paula Internet inadequate due to offline factors 
Chloe Profile of ‘new gay teenager’, partly due to the internet 
Amy Internet replaced support service due to bisexuality 
Emma Internet developed resiliency and authenticated place 
 
8.2 Mark: Internet had little impact due to offline resources 
Mark grew up in a town with his mother and still lives with her. He saw other gay 
people in the area within which he grew up which let him know “I’m not the only gay 
in the village”, but he also describes it as a, “place where you wouldn’t want to scream 
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about it”, suggesting that it is a space where it may not necessarily be safe or acceptable 
to be fully open about gay sexuality. Mark was never comfortable in his secondary 
school and he describes it as having a specifically masculine environment where, 
“unless you were into traditional boys things like playing football and gaelic you were 
labelled the likes of queer, faggot”. He did not fit in with this and so he found himself 
with a sense of existential outsideness (Relph, 1976)  towards his school community. 
Mark saw negative perceptions of his sexuality in both school and within his 
community. However, he did recall one story with his mother which challenged this 
negative perception. He witnessed a gay man around 10 years older than him who was 
regularly taunted on the street, setting the scene for this story as being situated within 
his community, as he later remarked about this incident that, “It’s not nice to see that 
around where you grow up”. While others had lamented the lack of role models or even 
people with a similar identity whose life trajectory they could see, here Mark is 
describing seeing someone like himself but older who is receiving ill treatment because 
of his identity.  
Mark: One of my earliest memories is my mam saying, I can remember 
saying why are people calling him these names. She said they’re just idiots, 
they’re calling him these names because he’s gay and she said, y’know no-
one should be called those names. So I kind of realised my mam, kind of, she 
was normal I suppose. She wasn’t homophobic, she wasn’t backward or 
anything like that.  
As Mark describes this incident he uses value laden words which express the fact that 
his mother’s reaction to this incident reinforced for him that homophobia is not 
“normal” and to be homophobic is to be “backwards”. This choice of words represents a 
specific way of conceptualising stigma and those who enact stigma which is learned and 
offers potential for resiliency. Mark speaks about this incident in way that suggests it 
was a formative lesson for him in perceiving sexual stigma to be morally wrong rather 
than deserved.   
Mark: I always remember her speaking positively about that guy and saying 
like no-one should be made fun of just because they’re gay. I think she even 
said it’s like being horrible to someone just because they’re black. It’s wrong, 
y’know.  
While this seems like a simple or obvious message, many other participants in this 
research described a struggle to change their negative perceptions about how their 
sexual identity is wrong or abnormal due to the messages they received growing up. 
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Yet here we see Mark, in what he describes as one of his earliest memories, seeing 
stigma associated with his identity, but also learning from his mother that it was the 
stigma that was wrong and not the identity of the young man subject to the stigma. He 
was bullied in school and this was something he told his mother about and she 
contacted the school about it. Mark describes his mother’s support as being significant 
to him and this family support acts as a protective factor in a more hostile local 
community (Mustanski et al., 2011a). Mark did feel lonely during secondary school 
because of his difference and he largely attributes the sense of pride and acceptance he 
has now to the local support service which he accessed once he started college.  
Mark: So I kind of felt like an outcast. As clichéd as that sounds, I kind of 
felt like, it felt lonely, kind of until I came to [support service], that’s when 
I met other people that were gay or lesbian and I kind of realised it’s not a 
bad thing. 
Mark: Believe it or not it was calling here that really kind of really made me 
accept myself a lot more. And kind of learned to be proud of who I am. 
While Mark did not indicate that he had trouble arriving at an identity label and he 
had already come out to his mother before he accessed the support service, he clearly 
did feel the need to access a wider community, or at least to communicate with others 
who had similar experiences to him. Through the support service he accessed, Mark 
found a place where he could make friends and be comfortable offering him a sense of 
existential insideness (Relph, 1976) as well as increased self-esteem from group 
identification (Tajfel, 1978). He did not indicate a high level of reliance on the internet 
during the process of self-acceptance and the greatest value he said he found in the 
internet is that it helped him to connect with the support service because he found out 
about it online. Mark did not show any interest in some of the activities which others 
found very important such as chatting to others like him online or making friends 
online. I asked Mark why he thought this might be. Initially, he attributed this to a 
preference for face to face contact over internet based interactions. However, when 
asked about how the support service filled that role he acknowledged that this may be 
a reason why.  
Interviewer: And do you think having access to [support service] sort of met 
that need of chatting and making friends. 
Mark: Definitely. If this place hadn’t have been here, yeah, I probably would 
have used online a lot more to make LGBT friends. Because I’m quite lucky 
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that this place is within walking distance of my home. So as I say, if the 
experience for me had have been different, yeah I would see that as quite 
different. I would have seen it as very important. 
Interviewer: But you had that space to kind of make friends? 
Mark: Yeah so I didn’t really feel like I needed the online aspect because I 
had here. 
There is a spatial aspect to this as he is essentially saying that he thinks the 
geographical availability of the support service made the internet less important for 
meeting his need of making friends. Just as shrunken spaces or being space deprived 
increase the importance of the internet for non-heterosexual youth (Hillier and 
Harrison, 2007; Paradis, 2016), here Mark indicates that the internet was less useful 
because he did have positive spaces for exploration.  He reiterates this point when he 
describes how having his needs met at the support centre made him less likely to search 
for support elsewhere.  
Mark: Once I came here I found I kind of became comfortable in myself that 
I didn’t kind of feel the need to seek the support elsewhere. 
This statement does not simply extend to the internet, but rather any form of support 
as he describes the process of becoming comfortable negating the need to seek support. 
This echoes the idea of acceptance leading to confidence and life enrichment from 
Chapter 6, suggesting that the support centre acted as a space which effectively met 
his needs. When he was asked if there are any places where he felt particularly safe or 
accepted, he draws a connection with this sense of self-acceptance and comfort.  
Mark: Generally, I would feel accepted wherever I go. As I say, I think that 
comes with probably being comfortable with yourself. 
To link this back to the idea of authenticating place (Dodge and Kitchin, 2003), Mark 
has told his own story in a way which indicates that through a combination of support 
from his mother and an LGBT support service, he learned to feel comfortable in himself, 
or find his place, in the area where he lives. This process of authenticating place did 
not occur through online means in any way, but essentially he found his place at home 
and at the support centre, and the corresponding sense of comfort and acceptance that 
brought has led to a situation where he now feels accepted wherever he goes. He had 
rated the internet as very supportive, particularly for sexual health information, 
viewing tv or video content and reading news stories and articles online. However, 
while he enjoys accessing positive LGBT content online such as documentaries or news 
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stories which allow him access to a wider sense of imagined gay community (Pullen, 
2007), he stated that the internet had little impact on his life offline.  
8.3 Finn: School created supportive place 
Finn grew up in the suburb of a city, although he describes the area itself as a village. 
Finn attended non-Catholic schools for both his primary and secondary schooling and 
describes both schools as being “quite non-religious and open”. He expressed deep 
satisfaction with his secondary school, describing how it has a reputation as “home of 
the gays”, something cultivated by a rainbow week as well as a support group and 
workshops run by LGBT organisations. He also stated that there were multiple LGBT 
people in each year and that it “was quite an open thing to talk about” within school, 
indicating that he perceives it as an open place for identity exploration. An openly gay 
friend was instrumental in helping him to realise and understand his sexual identity 
because he “explained feelings” and gave him a reference point for comparison, meeting 
the need for identity comparison present in sexual identity models (Cass, 1979; Eliason 
and Schope, 2007). Finn stated he had, “so much confidence”, about coming out to his 
friends and he had a positive reaction from them. Despite the positive school 
experience, Finn did describe worry when realising he was gay.  
Interviewer: Can you remember what your thoughts were around the time? 
Finn: Uh, it’s just a phase [laughs]. Um, that kinda stuff and then like, uh I 
dunno, cause at the time I thought mam and dad were quite homophobic so 
I was like terrified about that.  
When I asked Finn about why he thought his parents were homophobic he mentioned 
instances of racism and xenophobia as well as instances when he would hear his Dad 
“make a joke out of some gay guy that was on tv”. He had also witnessed one of his 
friends from school being kicked out by their parents after coming out, something 
which, “was always in the back of my mind whenever I thought of telling them.” 
Eventually he came out to his parents by text message and while they did not react 
badly, the fact that his mother now appears to behave differently has bothered Finn.   
Finn: My Mam tried really hard to like, yknow when like you can tell 
someone’s trying hard to like, I dunno be normal…my Mam is still kind of 
weird about it. And em, its kind of a topic that we both kinda tip toe around? 
… but like at least we’re getting somewhere with it instead of like me still 
trying to hide it. 
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By speaking in terms of openness, Finn creates a contrast between school, which had 
open conversation about sexuality, and home, in which the topic was not hidden, but 
also not discussed, characterising both school and home as places which derive their 
value from the lack or presence of facilitating his authenticity. During that time, he 
describes how he would call his two best friends to talk about it with them as well as 
talking about things with friends in school, meeting his need to talk about what he was 
feeling, something he describes as, “a conversation I had that I had never experienced 
at home”. When Finn was asked about specific instances where the internet was helpful 
for him in dealing with his sexuality, he struggled to recall specifics, and then brings 
up the more important role his friends played.  
Finn: Figuring it out, like I read a lot of forums, I don’t remember anything 
about it but I remember like looking up ‘Am I gay?’ kind of thing. That kind 
of stuff. I don’t know, it might have helped me….I don’t think it helped that 
much. My friends, and me trying to figure things out myself kind of helped 
a lot more than the internet itself actually.  
While at different points in the interview Finn did recall finding resources like YouTube 
videos useful for self-education and he found use in relating to others on Tumblr, overall 
he does not appear to put a strong emphasis on the impact of the online support he 
received, such as when asked, do you think that any of what you did online impacted 
your life offline? 
Finn: Em no. I don’t think so. I can’t even elaborate on that, because I’m 
trying to think of a time when I did something online that did kind of directly 
or indirectly affected my life offline. And I can’t. 
Finn’s story indicates that while he spoke about the internet being important to him, 
when it came to his sense of place, friends played a much more important role, as 
facilitated by an extremely supportive school environment. The school here essentially 
worked towards creating a school environment that was LGBT friendly and inclusive, 
leading to a supportive social environment and friends which met most of Finn’s needs. 
While support services can play a critically important role in helping young people who 
are struggling, Finn’s story highlights that a more proactive approach may be to foster 
supportive social environments through a conscious effort to provide open and safe 
places in schools.  
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8.4 Anthony: Internet essential for authenticating place 
Anthony grew up in a town which he describes as having a strong community feel. He 
was bullied in both primary and secondary school, something which caused him to lose 
the few close friends he had.    
Anthony: I would have been the more feminine one of the group. So anytime 
they were bullied it was kinda blamed on me. It was like, oh they’re only 
really making fun of us because of [Anthony]. 
Anthony: And when we went into secondary school… then the bullying kind 
of got worse to where it was like, it’s actually affecting us making more 
friends in secondary school being close to you. So then, we kind of stopped 
being friends. 
These early school experiences essentially brought the message that the gay or 
feminine aspects of Anthony’s identity is something that would cause him to lose friends 
and make him a target. Later Anthony brought up more feminine or camp expressions 
as something he was simultaneously drawn to, but also afraid of due to negative 
reactions. 
Anthony: …when they [LGBT people] would be seen on tv it would be like 
drag queens and then it would be like really camp guys and people would be 
making fun of them so it was always kinda like, I’m drawn to it, but then 
I’m kinda scared to be associated with it because people were making fun of 
them.  
When Anthony was asked about what his impression was of gay people when he was 
younger, he constantly brought it back to negative representations.  
Anthony: I remember there was always big shocks of like oh this person’s 
gay and this is really going to affect their career and it was always such a 
negative thing.  
Anthony: [Discussing school] There was nothing educational, it was always 
like oh this person was messed up because they struggled with their 
sexuality.  
Not only did he have negative impressions of gay people, but he also faced a lack of 
visibility as he cannot remember seeing or knowing any people who were gay in his 
area. Considering the lack of visibility and isolation in school, Anthony would be 
considered space deprived or operating in a shrunken space (Hillier and Harrison, 2007; 
Paradis, 2016), something which from the literature would suggest an increased 
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likelihood to rely on online resources. Anthony found Gaydar extremely useful because 
he could see and talk to people in his area. He also searched for gay young people on 
social media simply to observe their profiles and see, “people my age that were out and 
gay”, using social learning from the internet as a tool to model his own identity on (Fox 
and Ralston, 2016; Gomillion and Giuliano, 2011). Anthony describes how his online 
life had an important impact on his life offline. 
Anthony: At first it was like I’m super gay online and then it was like I’m 
gay offline. And then I think they started to merge because I started being 
more comfortable with the person that I was online. Like putting up pictures 
and all this kinda stuff. I was getting good feedback and I was being like, I 
guess, more me online, and that I was getting the good feedback that I was 
kinda like it’s okay to kinda bring this into my real life because it’s fine, 
everyone seems to accept it.  
This relates to the idea of practicing sexuality online and gaining confidence from that 
or using the internet as a rehearsal space for identity (Craig and McInroy, 2014; Hillier 
and Harrison, 2007). He initially came out and was “super gay online” in the absence 
of opportunities to do that offline, yet he makes a connection between the “good 
feedback” he received, which equates to acceptance and understanding online, and 
becoming more comfortable with himself offline. Essentially Anthony describes a 
process of authenticating place as he merged what he saw as his online and offline 
identities, using the internet to help him find a sense of place within his own, offline 
community. While that initially meant feeling less alone, it eventually translated into 
“being more comfortable with the person I was online”, which was an out gay man with 
more feminine traits.  
Anthony: I think before I came out I would have tried to, I wasn’t doing a 
good job, but I tried to like lower it [his femininity] a little bit. 
Interviewer: Okay yeah. 
Anthony: But then after that I started to embrace and be more like this is 
who I am, people find me funny, and I attract more people because of it so I 
don’t really care anymore.  
Anthony’s authentic, and more feminine self, is something which he only saw associated 
with shame or difficulty when he was younger, leading him to actively try and present 
a less feminine image, a form of identity management (Goffman, 1956). The internet 
allowed him to find other people like himself and to receive positive reinforcement about 
Chapter 8: Context and the Role of Place 
 
165 
 
his identity and the potential to live a happy life, but more importantly, seeing the 
existence of others like him helped him in the process of becoming more like his 
authentic self, or as Mary L Gray (2009a, p. 127) puts it, “bring that queerness home to 
roost.”. This helped him to come out and become comfortable offline, to the point where 
he now describes himself as being “obviously gay” to those who meet him, indicating a 
big change in his presentation of self in his locality. Anthony attended college in another 
large town which had an LGBT support group, marking his first opportunity to engage 
with an LGBT space. He first attended this group while at college after he had come 
out to his mother and friends and received a largely positive reaction from them.  
Anthony: I don’t think I was looking for support because...once I had my 
Mam didn’t throw me out, I had a good group of friends that didn’t have 
issue with me being gay, and I’m pretty well put together that I didn’t need 
support. But the fact that I made gay friends in there that I could talk to 
about relationships and I could talk to about certain aspects of like going 
out, all that kinda stuff to them, supported me. It wasn’t necessarily like 
serious stuff that I needed help with.  
While he characterises gaining gay friends as supportive, he makes a separation 
between the level of life enrichment he received through this and the need for support 
that he had when he was younger.  
Anthony: I’d say younger, had I like been more aware of the situation that I 
was in, I would have, I would have loved to have a support system like that. 
I would have loved to, somebody to be like this is gunna get better, this isn’t 
the situation that you’re gunna be in forever, there are people out there that 
are just like you out there. There wasn’t really anything like that and I 
would’ve actually liked that little pat on the back, back then.  
While the role of the LGBT support group was certainly supportive in helping Anthony 
develop friendships with others who are like him, ideally, he would have had access to 
physical support at a much younger age. While he did access a support group, it seems 
this occurred at a point in his life where he had largely gone through some of the harder 
aspects of dealing with his sexual identity. Hillier et al (2001) found that online support 
can be particularly relevant to those still navigating their identity. Anthony used the 
internet to meet his needs during the more difficult stages of identity development 
when he was younger, something he described as absolutely essential, but he still 
believes that a more robust support service would have been beneficial to him then. 
While Anthony’s words above echo an it gets better message, crucially, he is describing 
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this in the context of an offline support system as he is referencing something he did 
not have but perceived from the support group. Due to the bullying and lack of visibility, 
Anthony saw himself as living an unliveable life (Cover, 2013). While he did access his 
own representations and opportunities online which helped him to construct a 
perception of a liveable life, ideally, he would have liked others to provide him with 
that, “little pat on the back.” The internet played a key role in authenticating place 
(Dodge and Kitchin, 2003) for Anthony, but the support group he attended also provided 
a life enriching experience, which arguably, has a positive impact on mental health. 
Rather than an either/or dichotomy, Anthony’s story highlights how support may be 
necessary at different parts of an individual’s journey for different reasons, but also 
how the internet can meet needs in the absence of offline support, particularly for those 
who are space deprived (Paradis, 2016). 
8.5 Paula: Internet inadequate due to offline factors 
Pullen has described the difference between recollections about experiences and the 
reality of living through experiences as being that, with recollections, “a safe distance 
is achieved, and the immediacy is lost” (Pullen, 2014b, p. 70). It was clear throughout 
this interview that Paula was still very much living through the pain associated with 
her sexual identity and there were multiple points during the interview where she was 
visibly upset when discussing difficulties she was facing. Paula moved house a lot 
growing up and as such she does not characterise herself as being from one particular 
area. She described how moving a lot impacted on her ability to socialise with friends 
from school on weekends and she still describes herself as ‘very isolated’ when it comes 
to her friends currently. During the survey she described herself as having anxiety, 
depression and claustrophobia and she also attempted suicide which she attributes to 
negative experiences after coming out to her mother. Paula identifies as bisexual to 
some people, but personally she considers herself to be pansexual. When asked if she 
saw reflections of pansexuality or bisexuality growing up, Paula makes the link 
between visibility and role models, indicating that she sees media representation as the 
opportunity to look to the example of others.  
Interviewer: With pansexuality or bisexuality, did you see any of that 
growing up, like on the TV? Was there anything in your life which reflected 
that back to you at all? 
Chapter 8: Context and the Role of Place 
 
167 
 
Paula: No, there were no bisexuals or pansexuals, well definitely not 
pansexuals, still not pansexual visibility. There were no kind of role models 
on TV, in the media, stories, any of that growing up. 
Like others who saw both heterosexuality and homosexuality as the only two valid 
options, Paula sees her own sexual identity as being outside of that binary, something 
which she associates with greater struggle. For example, she describes how she has no 
friends who are neither “non-hetero or non-homosexual”, meaning she has no friends 
who she sees as “like myself”. Paula came out to a friend when she was a teenager and 
received a positive reaction. She was subsequently in a long-term relationship with a 
man and so she did not come out to her family until she was in her twenties and this 
relationship had ended. She has had a difficult time with coming out as an adult 
because her mother struggled to understand and accept her sexual identity, something 
her earlier experience of coming out had not prepared her for.  
Paula: My best friend was so accepting of it …so then I suppose it was in my 
mind that 'why would it be a problem, why would my mum see it as a phase?' 
Whereas if my friend had been like 'oh my god gross, you're gay' or 'that's 
wrong' then I probably would have hidden it, especially in those young 
formative years. 
Paula described earlier instances with her mother which gave her an expectation that 
her mother would be welcoming and accepting when she came out, such as her mother 
hypothetically responding that she would not care if one of her children came out as 
gay. Paula still feels confused as to why her mother struggles with accepting her 
identity describing her mother as “extremely liberal” and “so welcoming”. The fact that 
she had expected positivity and instead experienced negativity has clearly left Paula 
feeling confused and hurt. From the following answer, it appears that Paula did not feel 
like she needed support in the more formative stages of identifying and accepting her 
sexual identity. Instead it was the loss of the expected support from her mother, or the 
loss of a key protective factor (Mustanski et al., 2011b), which caused her to feel like 
she needed help.  
Interviewer: And at what point, if you remember, did you start looking for 
support or thinking that you wanted support? 
Paula: It would have around that time my mum was giving me that 'oh it's 
just a phase' nonsense. Because you think in times like that you can go to 
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your family and my mum was like 'oh you can come to me with anything' 
and she was the very one person that wasn't understanding it. 
Places are defined by value (Tuan, 1997) and within this answer Paula brings in the 
spatial by addressing where you can go and who you can come to during difficult times, 
indicating that the negative experience of coming out redefined her family home as a 
place which no longer held the value of being a safe haven during difficulties. Paula 
started attending an LGBT support centre after her long-term relationship ended and 
part of the support she finds there is based in a people like me opportunity for narrative 
engagement among those “who are going through the same things” and who 
“understand bisexuality”. While this contrasts with what she experiences from family 
she also makes the same distinction between her friends.  
Paula: Like my long term female friends are like 'so you like women and 
men, I don't understand'. I'm like 'why is that so hard to understand, you've 
known me for years, this doesn't change who I am to you. Just next time see 
me at your wedding or whatever, I might bring a female date'. They're like 
'I don't get it, I don't understand'. So it's nice to have people you can talk to 
about this, where they get it. 
Paula has described a situation where she feels misunderstood by both family and 
friends, leading to a sense of existential outsideness (Relph, 1976) in contrast to the 
support service “where they get it”. Due to the distance and travel complications from 
where she lives, she no longer attends the service frequently and she describes how not 
being able to attend for a few months has left her, “really struggling”. What Paula 
describes here is a present-day struggle with coping without the physical access to the 
support she needs but previously had. Her need to continue accessing support is evident 
from the following question.  
Interviewer: Are there any places that you feel particularly safe or accepted? 
Paula: At the support group in [location]. Other than that, no. 
She continues with this answer by expanding upon all the people she no longer feels 
she can be herself around, which again, is in the context of a question about place.  
Paula: Around my family again I'm still, I still have issues with my 
mother…..And my friends, no, because they don't get it and they have kids 
and husbands and things that I don't. So no, [support service] would be the 
only kind of safe haven. 
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In answering this question about places of safety or acceptance, Paula makes the link 
between the important relationships in her life and her sense of place or safety. The 
lack of understanding she perceives from the people she cares about leads to feeling 
unsafe and unaccepted around these people, with the only safe place being the place 
where she does feel acceptance and belonging from others. While Paula feels a positive 
sense of place at the support centre, she has not yet been able to authenticate this sense 
of place to her extended life, which consequently has left her in a very vulnerable 
position since she has been unable to attend the service as much. Paula did describe 
the internet as absolutely essential because it offered emotional support, which she 
again links to the absence of support from friends.  
Interviewer: Are there any specific occasions where the internet was 
particularly important to you in dealing with things? 
Paula: I suppose the two youtubers that were like 'I'm really sorry, hang in 
there because you're so positive'. Because I was going through a horrible 
time when my mother wasn't accepting that I attempted to take my own life. 
And my real world friends, they would try and understand. And they would 
come over for a cup of tea for one day. And they'd say 'oh we'll do this more 
regularly' but then the same as always, their kids or their husbands always 
get in the way. There's always people online in forums or help groups that 
you can be talking to. 
Paula also described how she uses the internet to connect with people “all over the 
world” who have “gone through the same things”, describing how her mother and 
friends do not understand her yet there could be someone “in Timbuktu” with the same 
experience. She also uses an app where you can share your secrets to anonymously 
interact with people who have shared similar secrets.  
Paula: So it does create a little sense of community. It is a bit weird having 
such a personal relationship with an app on your phone but there are human 
beings on the other side of it that have the same life experiences and advice 
and things to give. 
She is describing a sense of imagined community (Anderson, 2006; Pullen, 2007) 
because she can connect with others who feel alone and isolated from all around the 
world, challenging the notion that “no one understands me”. However, she does not 
appear to be finding transformative narratives within that internet use, possibly 
because she is connecting with those who are currently in the same situation as her 
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rather than those who have lived through it. Unlike others who clearly looked for 
potential narratives of possibility, the immediacy of Paula’s life circumstances has led 
to the internet serving as an emotional support in which her primary goal is to reduce 
her immediate feelings of isolation. She also makes a strong distinction between the 
availability of online friends and offline friends, who she characterises as real-world 
people. 
Paula: On my down days I would talk to my online friends and be able to 
tell them about it. I would try obviously the real-world people first but 
people don't answer their phones or they're busy with work or life, and I 
hate to be a burden to people so then I'll see which one of my friends is 
available to talk online 
Here she describes how real world support would be her preferred methods but in the 
absence of support from friends which has created a shrunken space, the internet 
addresses a direct need (Paradis, 2016). Paula’s story shows the dangers in assuming 
that the internet can serve as a full replacement for support. She does show a 
heightened need for support, particularly considering her previous suicide attempt and 
her current outlook on the level of acceptance from friends and family. While the 
internet does offer some help and positivity in dealing with her issues, she clearly 
identifies that this is not enough for her. Additionally, Paula repeatedly emphasised 
how she felt misunderstood and not fully accepted among friends and family. The 
absence of these protective factors effectively means that Paula finds no social support 
(Mustanski et al., 2011b) outside of the support service. If applying the concept of 
authenticating place (Dodge and Kitchin, 2003), the internet in this instance is 
insufficient and the level of support that she finds from an official support service with 
dedicated youth workers is what she expresses that she really needs. While others who 
attended support services and were interviewed have not expressed as strong a need 
for these services as Paula, her story does bring to mind the argument from Savin-
Williams (2006) that the segment of sexual minority youth who attend support services 
may be those who are more vulnerable and susceptible to mental health difficulties. 
While he intended this to be warning against recruiting research participants 
exclusively from support services, it also highlights the need for services which can 
provide support to young people who cannot find the level of support they need in either 
their offline environment or through online resources. There is also the element of 
living through which may play a key factor here. While Paula does appear to show more 
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vulnerability, for instance having previously attempted suicide, she is also currently 
living through a process which others spoke about as being more of a reconstruction.  
8.6 Chloe: The new gay teenager with supportive friends 
Chloe grew up in a town that is a suburb of a large city, but agreed with a 
characterisation of the place she lives as ‘city life’. She has had the same close knit 
group of friends throughout primary and secondary school and she has a good 
relationship with her family. Chloe described how she was not worried about coming 
out to her friends because she “knew they were going to be cool with it” and while she 
anticipated her mother may be a bit “dismissive”, she knew she would not reject her. 
She characterises her life growing up as a ”straight bubble”, something which led her 
to access new narratives of identity online (Cohler and Hammack, 2007).  
Chloe: I lived in such a straight bubble, like all my family, all my friends 
and then it was only when I started to question myself that I went online 
and stuff, then I knew it was a whole array and different types. 
While she talks about growing up in a straight bubble, it also appears that she was not 
alone in questioning her sexuality, as throughout adolescence in her all-girls secondary 
school and among friends there was a lot of discussion about sexuality and numerous 
girls who were ‘out’ as lesbian. She does speak in contradictory terms at times, 
sometimes describing others who were gay in her immediate world while later 
describing no visibility during the same time periods. In the latter parts of the interview 
she described having some struggles with fears of coming out and during the early 
stages of identity development describing how she went through it, “totally on my own”, 
particularly when asking questions such as, “how am I going to deal with this in the 
future”. It is important to note that Chloe never overstates these struggles as having a 
major impact on her life. She described herself as never feeling like she needed support, 
although she did consider attending a support service for the purpose of community 
and making friends. In the following excerpt about when she realised she was not 
straight, Chloe downplays the difficulties she described later on and epitomises the idea 
of the new gay teenager (Savin-Williams, 2006) as she takes a very care free attitude 
to her sexual identity.  
Chloe: Em, yeah I was pretty easy going about it like, I didn’t really know, 
like, I didn’t really know anybody else who was gay or anything like y’know 
like a few, few of my friends y’know, distant friends like not really like my 
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close friends em, were, gay or a bit queer anyway and em, I dunno, yeah I 
wasn’t really stressed about it. 
This attitude appears to have extended to her friends as she describes their reaction to 
her coming out as, “that’s grand, yeah…no big deal”, and when asked about the level of 
acceptance she experienced in school she said, “I didn’t really make a song and dance 
about it”. Chloe shows a reluctance to label her sexual identity because as she said, “it’s 
fluid” and “I feel like it could change”, rather than it representing a fixed aspect of her 
identity. Chloe came out as bisexual initially, because it appeared to be a reasonable 
description considering that she is attracted to both men and women, however, the 
internet played a role in introducing her to the idea of pansexuality.  
Chloe: But then I started like looking on the internet and things and I 
started looking on, like I watch videos like and when all the stuff about 
Caitlyn Jenner and stuff came out, before that like I watched Orange is the 
New Black and eh, what’s her name, the trans hairdresser in Orange is the 
New Black….And I just started looking into trans people and I was like, like 
I could be pan like. 
While it did not act as a life changing sense of identity, Chloe’s engagement with diverse 
media representations (McInroy and Craig, 2017) and later her information seeking 
based on that made her consider an alternative identity label. In contrast to others who 
had a clear sense of their identity, Chloe’s identity appears to be constantly evolving as 
she encounters material which challenges her or makes her think.  
Chole: I feel like the more information I get, the more it changes and the 
more, yeah I dunno. I suppose though that’s as far as you can go, that’s as 
open as you can get though isn’t it, pan, so I suppose, that’s what I am now. 
In the above statement Chloe does not seem to see the labelling of her identity as 
something essential to her sense of self identity, eventually arriving at quite a 
nonchalant conclusion of “I suppose that’s what I am now”. This is a marked contrast 
to others who emphasised the importance of needing to understand what they are and 
saw doubts around knowing ‘what I am’ as something confusing and de-stabilising. She 
describes how labels reflect her values because she accepts the label of pansexual as it 
aligns with her willingness to date someone who is transgender, yet it does not appear 
that she puts a large value on the label itself, using it as a general descriptor rather 
than a statement of identity. She represents the type of young person who Savin-
Williams (2001, p. 5) claims is excluded when researchers focus on a “culturally defined 
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sexual minority label”. In fact, Chloe describes how her only real motivation for coming 
out as bisexual initially was, “you have to say you’re something, y’know like you can’t 
just say I’m y’know.” When asked if there were any places where she does not feel safe 
or accepted Chloe stated that “I don’t really care if anyone disapproves of me anymore”, 
linking the concept of space with social relations (Massey, 1994). When asked what led 
to this attitude she attributes it mostly to her friends.  
Chloe:  I think what it was, yeah, it was myself and then it was the fact that 
I have such a solid little group who don’t care what I do or who I am. Em, so 
like if everyone else in the world hates me it doesn’t matter. 
Chloe’s group authenticated place for her, leading her to feel like she can be herself 
wherever she goes. When asked about any negative experiences, Chloe mentioned some 
instances where she felt disrespected, particularly by men, but she characterised these 
experiences as more of a minor annoyance than anything major. When asked if these 
instances ever bothered her she brought things back to her general sense of acceptance 
with herself and her friends and stating that if someone has an issue with her she sees 
it as their problem and not hers. Chloe repeatedly emphasised that her close friends 
were always there for her and she mentioned how she felt they would be there if she 
had faced any major issues in dealing with her sexuality. The ways she describes her 
reactions to negative experiences indicate that the support of her friends and her own 
sense of self-acceptance offer her resiliency. Although her friends were and are a source 
of support, she also describes a desire to connect with others about “things that my 
friends don’t get”.  
Chloe: That’s kind of the world I’m in where people, they’re nice, but they 
just don’t quite get it y’know. So yeah, more people around me who are gay 
would have made my life easier cause they’re would have gotten the little 
things 
Here Chloe characterises her world as a place in which she can be herself because she 
is accepted, yet there are sometimes elements of a non-heterosexual experience which 
she wants to be both understood and shared with others. This is not existential 
outsideness (Relph, 1976) as Chloe does emphasise that she belongs, but it indicates a 
dissatisfaction that addresses a need to connect to people like her and feel like part of 
a like-minded community.  
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Chloe: Just because there’s nobody pulling the head off me it doesn’t mean 
I wasn’t nervous coming out. It doesn’t mean that I don’t want to see more 
representation, you know? 
It may also indicate the presence of microaggressions (Nadal et al., 2011) as Chloe 
understands these experiences of difference are not malicious, yet they seem to 
frustrate her. Throughout the interview Chloe alluded to the idea that despite the 
support of her friends, these little things would have been easier if she had more 
visibility of non-heterosexual women and their lives beyond that available from peers. 
Chloe: I definitely think it would have helped if I had known any gay adults. 
Like especially gay women...I wouldn’t have had any negativity about it at 
all. I’d be just like ‘yeah, this is totally fine’. And I would have talked to them 
a bit y’know. 
When Chloe did have worries about her sexuality she turned to the internet for 
reassurance, stating that her expectations from the internet is that when people “go to 
question things….generally they come back going ‘lots of people are feeling this way. 
It’s fine”. On the questionnaire Chloe had listed the internet as being very supportive, 
but the only categories she listed as being very important were watching tv or video 
content and reading news stories or articles. Her experiences of finding community 
online is partly described in Chapter 7, but essentially she describes how she connects 
with an imagined gay community through accessing media representations (Gomillion 
and Giuliano, 2011; Pullen, 2007). However, even though she still perceives a lack of 
LGBT community in the form of close friends, she has not really used the internet to 
socialise with others or to actively create this community online. Chloe described how 
Tumblr became less important to her once she came out because the needs she had 
changed and so did the opportunity to meet those needs.  
Chloe: Tumblr was just more about expressing myself like you know, my gay 
bit of me. So it was just more about getting that out of my system. So now I 
just do it in real life…I was just on it to be in a similar, to be able to express 
myself and see other people expressing themselves the same way…It wasn’t 
really to develop long lasting friendships or anything. So I just in real life 
express myself now. And like if I want to be in a place, like a situation where 
there’s loads of gay people around me, I just go there.  
Chloe has a clearly defined sense of place. She essentially describes how Tumblr acted 
as a space for her to practice her identity, similar to how Hillier and Harrison (2007) 
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and Craig and McInroy (2014) describe. Yet it was only a transient space which allowed 
her to express herself, or engage in identity management (Goffman, 1956) until she 
achieved a sense of personal enrichment, indicating that its primary purpose was 
providing a space while she was in the midst of developing a sense of identity (Hillier 
et al., 2001). Consequently, the internet played a helpful role in offering her further 
opportunities for self-expression, information and community, but she did not indicate 
that this was particularly major for her in terms of self-acceptance or mental health, 
just as she did not see her sexual identity as posing any major issues in terms of self-
acceptance or mental health. 
8.7 Amy: Internet replaced support service due to identity changes 
Amy grew up in what she describes as a rural area near a large town. Her primary 
school was in this rural area, while her secondary school was in the town. While she 
described being an outsider at school, she also had close friends who shared that status. 
For instance, she described her friends at school as “weird like me” and the “ones that 
didn’t fit in”, suggesting that she experienced existential insideness within her group 
of friends despite their status as outsiders in school (Relph, 1976). Amy gradually 
became aware of her sexual orientation throughout her adolescence. She described 
herself as being close to her family although there were times when her fears about 
rejection and actual rejection affected her closeness to them. When asked more about 
why she had negative expectations of her family, Amy makes a connection between 
what she saw as normal and the impressions her family had given her.  
Amy: I just felt like I wasn't normal or whatever and I did kind of overhear 
things that family would say. I remember when we were going on holidays 
when I was younger there was like, there was this couple, two women that 
were sitting in front of us on the plane and they were like kissing or 
whatever, and I remember my mam saying that that was, you know, bad 
and stuff. You know, just little things you pick up on. 
This story is almost the opposite of Mark’s experience when his mother highlighted 
homophobia was wrong. Amy says she “felt like I wasn’t normal” and then directly 
follows that up with an example where she remembers her mother equating same-sex 
kissing as being bad. This connects back with idea of norms and what appears to be 
acceptable identity options as her mother reinforced the idea that being a lesbian was 
not normal or acceptable. When Amy did come out to her mother she had an extremely 
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negative experience of rejection which she immediately follows up with the affirmation 
that she did have support from friends, identifying them as a protective factor.  
Amy: I told my mam before school one day and she rang the school and said 
like she didn't want me coming home and the vice principal came and told 
me this. But my friends were supportive. I stayed with a friend and her 
family were supportive. 
She went through a period of staying with various friends and extended family while 
still attending school. Her school guidance counsellor told her about a local support 
service which she started attending and has continued to gain support from. Her school 
eventually brought her mother in to talk with her and Amy “went back in the closet 
just to like go home”. While she did not have any kind of gay visibility in her life, Amy 
describes the support of her friends as helping her to reframe her mother’s reaction as 
she felt her mother “was in the wrong”. To relate this back to the incident on the 
airplane, Amy goes through a process from seeing her mother’s homophobia in a 
formative way which caused her to see herself as wrong or not normal, to seeing the 
acceptance of her friends which caused her to see her mother’s behaviour as wrong or 
not normal. This brings up the same concept of norms and acceptability which Mark 
learned through his mother’s condemnation of homophobia, showing two examples of 
how social support can help to develop resiliency (Mustanski et al., 2011b). Eventually 
Amy was able to come out to her mother again and after a period of time things got 
better. In a typical stage based model of sexual identity, this would represent the 
journey from realisation to acceptance, or the end of the story (Cass, 1979; Coleman, 
1982; Troiden, 1988). However, Amy goes on to describe a new change in her life, which 
she had to navigate in much the same way. 
Amy: I actually recently came out as bisexual which I didn't realise before. 
Because I always kind of thought you're one or the other. Because I had such 
a hard time coming out the first time, it was kind of hard for me to come out 
as bi. 
Interviewer: Okay. Hard because you knew how tough it was the first time? 
Amy: And I was actually afraid of coming out to friends who are gay or 
lesbian as well. 
Interviewer: Do you think there is that kind of stereotype? 
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Amy: Yeah I was thinking they wouldn't be supportive. There is people who 
are gay and are a bit biphobic and think you're one or the other as well I 
think. 
In this exchange Amy expresses how she did not realise she was bisexual as it did not 
appear to be a valid identity option. Critically, this is not simply a belief she learned 
from a heterosexual society, as she follows up with the idea that she was afraid to come 
out to her gay and lesbian friends and she assumed they would think the same. Amy 
said bisexuality “wasn’t something I considered” and describes how “having more 
friends who are bi” made her think that, “yeah, sexuality can be fluid”. This new 
knowledge learned from others provided a new sexual script (Gagnon and Simon, 2005) 
for Amy and became something which she incorporated into her sense of self-identity, 
acting as a repeating cycle of a stage based identity model (Cass, 1979; Troiden, 1988), 
or an example of identity formation as a constant process (Eliason and Schope, 2007). 
Amy went on to speak about how the internet was much more useful to her when she 
came out as bisexual because she experienced a greater deal of isolation due to a fear 
of revealing her sexuality to some within the LGBT community.  
Amy: Why I volunteered to do this interview, why I thought it would be 
interesting was because like for the bisexuality thing definitely I did use the 
internet a lot because I didn't want to tell people, even gay friends, like I 
didn't want to talk to them. So that's kind of where I found information. 
This highlights the fact that what was necessary for Amy was not a non-heterosexual 
space itself, as she had access to an LGBT support service, but rather she needed a 
sense of place which is safe and accepting accompanying that space (Tuan, 1997), a 
value she no longer attributed to the support centre. She used the internet to talk to 
men online and she joined a bisexual support group on Facebook. She discusses how 
this compared to her experience in the support service.  
Interviewer: You’re part of the LGBT support service here in [location], was 
that kind of less useful with it [bisexual support]? 
Amy: Yeah it was kind of weird because I came here when I came out as a 
lesbian. I was afraid to tell people here. I didn't even tell [support 
worker]….when I went to pride, I brought a guy I'm seeing to pride. And I 
was afraid to do that, that was something I had stressed about for weeks 
and it's kind of weird going to a pride event when you're afraid to go. The 
irony of it. But yeah that was something I was worried about because I found 
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here such a great support and stuff I was afraid that people would think 
that I wasn't really. 
Amy’s comments reveal that the issue here is not one of how a space is characterised 
but rather how a place feels, or the value associated with a place (Tuan, 1997). She 
points out the irony she saw when the support centre, which she had found supportive, 
and pride, which focuses on acceptance, both became places where she felt fear and 
stress in revealing her bisexuality and her relationship with a man. This does not 
necessarily mean that the LGBT service is not accepting of bisexual people, but at a 
point when Amy was exploring this aspect of her identity, the internet felt like a safer 
option for pursuing this, or as she describes, “a safer place for me”. This also acts as a 
clear example of using the internet as a practice or rehearsal space for an emerging 
identity (Craig and McInroy, 2014; Hillier and Harrison, 2007). 
In many ways, Amy appeared to have the intervention she needed. She had a strong 
group of friends and her school helped her to access an LGBT support service which 
became a great help for her when she faced family difficulties after coming out. The 
support service offered a supportive place which assisted her in eventually coming out 
and having a good relationship with her family. However, the concept of fluidity and a 
journey which does not correspond to a traditional model eventually led this situation 
to reverse to the point where Amy felt fear and stress at the idea of coming out to her 
friends and support workers at the LGBT service. This leads to the question of whether 
the internet could continue to play an important role for those who have a fluid or less 
traditional identity journey, irrespective of physical support services. As Chapter 5 
highlighted, there does appear to be a higher burden on those who identify outside of 
the traditional homosexual vs. heterosexual binary because while there has been a huge 
advance in representation and understanding of gay and lesbian issues in the 
mainstream media and Irish society, there can still be a lot of misunderstanding and 
negativity around concepts such as bisexuality, asexuality or other sexual identities, 
even within the LGBT community.  For Amy, the internet did not hold great importance 
when she came out as a lesbian, but when exploring and understanding her bisexuality, 
the internet became a safe place after the places which had previously been safe to her 
felt less so, indicating that the value of a place can change depending on a person’s 
feelings towards it, independent of the space itself changing (Tuan, 1997).  
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8.8 Emma: Internet helped to develop resiliency 
Emma grew up in a small town within what she describes as a traditional family. 
Emma described herself as having a happy, middle class childhood with lots of friends 
throughout school. Unlike some of the other participants, Emma did not really start 
processing her sexual identity until she went to college, describing herself as in “very 
deep denial” before then. Emma identified as lesbian on the questionnaire. Much like 
has been expressed by Chloe and Paula, there is an impression management process in 
which she understands the needs to present labels to others (Goffman, 1956), but that 
is not necessarily the label she would personally identify as. 
Emma: I definitely still identify as gay if people ask me. If somebody says 
are you a lesbian? I say yes by definition but I don't identify as it because 
it's still, even still there's so many negative connotations with the word 
lesbian.  
Emma does appear to resist the word lesbian on a personal level due to the social 
baggage the term carries for her (Esterberg, 1997). For this reason, the word gay will 
be used to describe Emma’s identity throughout this section of the analysis. While she 
did have positive visibility about gay men through her involvement with the arts, she 
did not have a positive perception of anything beyond gay male identity stating that 
the word lesbian was usually followed by something “negative” which she did not “want 
to associate” with. She also saw representation of a same-sex relationship in her school, 
but this did not have positive connotations for her as “everybody was talking about 
them” something which, “reinforced my…internalised homophobia”. Her early 
impressions of LGBT people were also something that she could not relate to herself 
indicating that she saw non-heterosexual identities as invalid identities.  
Emma: They [LGBT people] were always different, like especially say those 
two girls didn’t conform necessarily to gender roles. One of them had short 
hair and one of them had a mullet….And a lot of emo kids as well, who I 
knew would also be in like LGBT groups and stuff. And there was nobody I 
knew that did all the stuff that I did, like kind of sports and stuff like that, 
and also just happened to be gay, like it wasn’t a big deal. 
Her struggle here is not with a total lack of visibility, such as we saw with Anthony, 
but rather that she had difficulties seeing people like herself within that visibility. She 
also had a negative impression of gay people from her parents as while they were not 
what she would classify as homophobic they used language that was not “accepting” 
and again made being gay seem like a “big deal”. While she mentioned the availability 
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of peer visibility, Emma discussed how there were no adults in her life who were openly 
gay, something which she believes made it harder for her stating that, “If there had 
have been just one person, I would have found it so much easier to come to terms”. 
When asked what she wishes had been available she reiterates this point stating that 
the biggest one is that there were more “role models” or “adults in my life who were 
people and also gay”.   
Emma finally accepted and realised she was a lesbian after a close friendship at college 
turned into an intimate relationship. Her girlfriend’s mother knew about their 
relationship and also knew Emma’s mother, which prompted her to come out which as 
she reflects was perhaps before she was ready to come out. Much like Paula, she 
expected that the news would be well received saying she “was really excited” to tell 
her mother. Instead she describes that “it didn’t go well” with her father or mother. She 
describes the closeness of her family at that time as making her parents opinions very 
important to her and she “took it really hard” when they did not respond well, indicating 
a similar loss of social support as Paula indicated. In contrast to Paula, Emma saw life 
outside of her family life as very different stating that, “outside of that little bubble 
everything was very easy” and she was accepted, yet the issues with her parents 
“definitely took a blow”. Because Emma was living at home during this time it had an 
impact on her sense of place.  
Emma: I remember just wishing that I had one friend who was gay….who 
was the same as me….I just remember wishing that I had someone or kind 
of a space or anything to get away from that situation, because I was living 
at home so there was nowhere I could really go. 
In this passage Emma describes feeling out of place in her home but unable to escape 
it. She also links place and social relations (Massey, 1994) by simultaneously describing 
“someone” or a “kind of space” that would have given her the ability to find relief from 
that situation, indicating that it was a lack of social connection or belonging that was 
the issue. Emma considered going to a support service but said, “when I needed them 
most I was too nervous to go.” Emma describes how a large part of the struggle between 
her and her parents was based on their idea of normality i.e. that you cannot have a 
great life and be gay.  
Emma: When I first told my parents, as I said it, was pretty bad for about a 
year and then not as bad for the next year. But the first month was really 
tough. It was constant crying on everyone's behalf. The classic 'we're so 
disappointed in you, we thought you were going to have a great life'. Things 
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that sound funny to me now but at the time it burned. It was so hard to hear 
those things. But they were all the clichés. 
As stated previously her parent’s opinions were important to her and they were 
expressing what Emma describes as clichés, which are presumably negative 
stereotypes about the life that gay people can have.  Essentially, she experienced hurt 
due to her parent’s utilisation of a negative narrative frame or an unliveable life (Cover, 
2016). When asked what helped her to move forward from that negative experience she 
brings up the internet, saying that it may have been the biggest help to her. Emma 
describes how the internet offered her representations of gay identity which she could 
relate to (Cohler and Hammack, 2007).  
Emma: I didn't really know anyone that was gay or anyone wo was like me 
and gay and so when I went on the internet I suddenly found people writing 
articles about things and on the side the people in them related to being gay 
and that just really struck a chord with me. 
Finding people like her online helped her to reconceptualise her sexual identity as being 
“just another part of life” or something that would not negatively define her life in the 
way that her parents had assumed. Emma actively discusses the narrative reframing 
and rejection of oppressive myths that she found within YouTube videos.  
Emma: And probably the most influential site on the internet for me with 
my sexuality was YouTube because there's a lot of, I don't even know how I 
found them but I stumbled on a lot of these channels where it was basically 
couples just making videos about their lives and just living their lives. And 
seeing two people in a relationship, be confident and be happy was probably 
the biggest thing, just go about their lives and be totally comfortable gave 
me so much hope and, just made me feel like it wasn't a big deal. And not 
only was it not a big deal but it was actually something to kind of celebrate, 
it was a good thing. 
She describes how she watched YouTube videos and consequently thought, “do you 
know what, you can definitely be happy and be gay”, an example of the internet offering 
the ability to discover more positive identity narratives which can be applied to the self 
(Cohler and Hammack, 2007; Downing, 2013; Wuest, 2014). In the above quote, Emma 
also repeatedly uses the term big deal to describe how the things she saw online 
changed her perception that being gay was a big deal.  
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Emma: ...just made me feel like it wasn't a big deal….And not only was it 
not a big deal but it was actually something to kind of celebrate...when you 
see it, it's not a big deal.  
Emma had previously used the term big deal when describing how her parents would 
talk about sexual identity as well as how the gay people she heard of or saw growing 
up made it seem like a big deal. She continues with her answer to the question above 
by going on to describe how her internet directly allowed her to counter their negativity.   
Emma: When no-ones talking about it but it still exists, it becomes a big 
deal. And it's hard to say to other people then, like especially say for my 
parents when they were saying to me 'we're so disappointed in you, we 
thought you were going to have a great life', well in the back of my head 
when I started watching these videos I was going 'well I can have a great 
life' because loads of other people do. So I think that was probably the 
biggest influence the internet had on me was just seeing other people. Not 
necessarily even connecting with anyone. Just seeing them. 
While at first this seems to describe visibility and the importance Emma found in 
accessing a someone like me narrative, it also describes a process of “reconstructing 
frames of social possibility” (Pullen, 2009, p. 167) . Emma describes how the content 
she accessed online, or more specifically the role models, helped her to reframe her 
perception that being gay was a big deal into the idea that it was something normal 
and good, thereby developing resiliency (Craig et al., 2015b). She directly relates this 
back to the lack of visibility where she lives stating that what she was “really searching 
for was just anyone who was like me” and that the internet “gave it to me in 
abundance”. She has made a direct correlation which matches the concept of those from 
shrunken spaces finding extra value in coping and finding a sense of belonging online 
(Paradis, 2016). When asked about spaces in which she feels safe or accepted, Emma 
described how she feels that way with her friends and her girlfriend as they are “people 
who didn’t have to come around to me just being myself”, while with her family she is, 
“thinking before I speak and censoring myself a little bit”, associating space with a 
sense of belonging (Relph, 1976). Later on in the interview Emma came back to this 
question herself and related it to the internet. 
Emma: Actually your previous question, are there any safe spaces, and I 
was saying my friends and whatever, the internet is actually one of them. 
More so in the past….that was just a space for me to do whatever I wanted, 
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look up whatever I wanted, watch what I wanted. I think it was, I genuinely 
do think it was absolutely essential. 
While others described their internet usage as essential in other ways such as finding 
information or connecting to others, crucially, Emma directly believes it was essential 
in its role as a safe space, providing an alternative to what felt as an unsafe or un-
affirming offline space (Paradis, 2016). While she describes this use as essential, her 
usage has changed as her needs changed as she states she “relied less and less on the 
internet” as she “moved through the stages of coming out” and becoming more 
comfortable. Emma’s description of her journey and how the role of the internet 
changed throughout it echo Hillier and Harrison’s (2007) argument that same-sex 
attracted youth practice identity online because it acts as an easier space to negotiate 
identity. Once Emma ‘moved through the stages’ of identity development and reached 
a level of self-acceptance and identity integration with her life offline, the internet 
became much less important to her, indicating it was most relevant in the early stages 
(Hillier et al., 2001).  Emma’s story also involves an authentication of place (Dodge and 
Kitchin, 2003) as the narrative reframing she engaged with through new storytelling 
offered her the ability to redefine and shape how she saw herself, particularly when it 
came to countering negativity from her family (Cohler and Hammack, 2007; Pullen, 
2009).  
8.9 Shared Narrative Features 
While analysing the interviews there were certain narrative patterns which appeared 
across participants. This section will highlight some of these narrative features.  
8.9.1 “I Always Knew” 
While the participants all realised that they were non-heterosexual at different points, 
all of them, expressed some form of “I always knew” or a felt difference (Herek, 2007) 
from a very young age before continuing on to when they realised that what that 
difference meant. For example, Mark describes how he always knew, yet describes a 
process of discovery and acceptance throughout his teens.   
Mark: You don’t really realise it at the time. But when I think back I kind 
of always knew y’know…I kind of discovered it more when I was a 
teenager….It wasn’t until I was about 17-18 that I kind of started to kind of 
accept it and say to myself I am gay. 
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There is a contradiction in this idea, such as when Amy says, “I didn't actually realise 
I was even though I did at the same time”. Plummer (1995) has identified this 
reinterpretation of self-narrative as a stage in the coming out story when an individual 
begins to seek out and reinterpret memories which stem from the truth of the self. It 
could be argued that this also feeds into an essentialist view of sexual identity because 
if sexuality is a fundamental part or truth about the self (Brookey, 2002; Foucault, 
1978), then it makes sense that an individual would see themselves as always knowing 
who they are even if they did not have the language or concepts yet to understand it.  
8.9.2 Protective factors – Minimising Damage and Developing Resiliency 
All participants attributed support to protective factors that they perceived as playing 
a role in minimising damage and aiding in resiliency. For example, when talking about 
personal enrichment and resiliency Chloe repeatedly referred to her strong group of 
friends, Mark identified his mother and the support service and Amy credited the 
internet as the most important factor. Inversely, Paula identified the support service 
as her primary protective factor and saw herself as being particularly at-risk due to the 
absence of access to the support service. These are self-identified protective factors 
which did not always reflect what I as a researcher would have classified. For example, 
Finn repeatedly classified his school as an incredibly supportive and open place which 
he contrasted with home because of his mother’s awkwardness. He described his 
mother’s attitude as having a negative impact on his life, despite acknowledging that 
the issue is she was “trying too hard” to show her support. While Finn appeared 
dissatisfied with his family’s reactions and even attributes it as negative, from an 
outsider perspective his family accepted his coming out and made an effort to be 
supportive, thereby forming what I would have considered social support (Mustanski 
et al., 2011b). There was nothing in the interview which I would have classified as being 
unsupportive, yet he attributes his protective factors entirely to school and friends.  
It is worth asking whether the identification of protective factors act as a narrative tool 
in the construction of identity narratives, similar to how Plummer (1995) identified 
features in the coming out story. For example, the reality is that in analysing Chloe’s 
story she gained support from her family, friends, school and the internet, yet in 
constructing her own narrative she prioritises her friends as being a transformative 
supporting character in her story while other sources were useful but not central. All 
recollections are essentially retellings and in choosing to retell a story there are choices 
to make about which moments to prioritise and I would argue that within the sexual 
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identity story young people construct a story about their own protective factors which 
highlight the unique way they have chosen to conceptualise support.  
8.9.3 Redefining Normal – Authenticating Place 
One of the key tasks that all the participants dealt with to some extent was redefining 
what they consider to be normal. This redefinition was based on preconceptions that 
they had about what was normal for either themselves, non-heterosexuals in general 
or identity, and draws from sexual scripts (Gagnon and Simon, 2005), sexual stigma 
(Herek, 2007) and master narratives of identity (Cohler and Hammack, 2007). They 
had to challenge and reconceptualise these preconceptions as they compared 
themselves with others and tried to understand what their identity meant for their 
lives. Some involve expectations of life, for instance when Mark said “as a child you’re 
taught that you grow up, you meet a girl, you get married”, requiring a need to 
challenge what is possible for heterosexuals versus others (Pullen, 2009). Others 
involved stereotypes or social baggage (Esterberg, 1997), like when Amy described how 
she believed that a lot of people in the LGBT community, including herself initially, 
believed that bisexuals were looking for “attention” or that it was a “phase”. Similarly, 
Emma associated being a lesbian with a specific aesthetic such as shorter hair or being 
more “emo”. Preconceptions also form part of early identity configurations (Hammack 
et al., 2009), like when Amy came out as lesbian initially because she “thought you were 
one or the other” or when Chloe said she initially described herself as bisexual because 
“I liked girls and boys”, yet this later evolved into pansexual once she became aware of 
the term. These preconceptions all serve to define what young people perceive as their 
own sense of normal. Comparison is a key part of sexual identity development (Cass, 
1979; Eliason and Schope, 2007) and so it is during comparison stages that an 
individual has to challenge their preconceptions and arrive at conclusions which allow 
them to both stay true to their sense of self while simultaneously relating themselves 
to a specific identity and constructing a positive narrative based on that identity 
(Hammack et al., 2009; Hammack and Cohler, 2009a).  
For some, who had strong protective factors and positive visibility, redefining normal 
was a relatively simple process of narrative engagement, such as when Chloe or Finn 
described how they engaged with specific representations of shared identity for 
affirmation on YouTube (Wuest, 2014). For example, Chloe described the importance of 
finding stories from LGBT adults because, “they’ve come out the other end of it and 
they’re leading totally normal lives”, something that helped her to redefine normal as 
being an option for her. Finn described how, “the normal life is you grow up, you marry 
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a girl, you have kids and that’s what your life is going to be”. For Finn, the internet 
offered him stories, such as that of a gay couple who adopted which he watched on 
YouTube, and this challenged the exclusivity of these heterosexual narratives by 
revealing wider possibilities (Pullen, 2009). He did not need this in all areas, for 
example, he describes how a lot of the LGBT people he saw, “were my friends so I got a 
good impression of them”, but the internet helped in areas which he could not simply 
challenge offline.   
For others, such as Anthony and Emma, redefining normal was a much more intensive 
task which required reconfiguring not just who they could be but where they could be, 
redefining not just identity but local identity. For example, Anthony described that 
there was nobody he “would aspire to in the community”, no sense of a “group that I 
will hang out with” and he saw his femininity as being targeted and shamed on a local 
level. Stemming from this he described using Gaydar to chat to and view others as being 
transformative to his sense of place.  
Anthony: And then with Gaydar it was good because it was more of a local 
thing where I was anonymous and I could see the people my age that were 
out and gay, and it kinda, cause like I said before I didn’t know anyone that 
was gay, I didn’t see anyone to aspire to in my town, so it was like that is 
the group. It became a bit more visible to me and it wasn’t such a, ‘I’m the 
only gay in the village kinda thing’. 
To contrast this, Mark used the exact same phrase, “only gay in the village”, at the 
beginning of his story when asked to describe where he lives. He spoke about how there 
were other gay people he saw growing up, and while they did not necessarily have easy 
lives, he knew his mother saw them as normal and that they were present in his area. 
He did not struggle with the question of where he could be, which is a subtle but 
important distinction in analysing how and why the internet is important to 
individuals.  
It is worth noting too that the word normal itself, which is used as a concept here but 
has also been mentioned throughout both the questionnaires and interviews, is not 
without issue. As Warner (2000) has argued, shame and stigma persists around 
sexuality which is not considered normal, and appeals to respectability often found 
within the gay and lesbian movement can heighten rather than challenge this shame. 
While the appropriateness of redefining normal may be questionable, it was clearly a 
process which each interview participant felt a need to engage in. Arguably, as some of 
the earlier struggles in internalised stigma from Chapter 6 indicate, this need to 
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redefine normal has come quite naturally from being othered in a heterosexual world 
as opposed to being a learned response from a wider LGBT movement. Within this 
context of feeling othered, redefining normal may mean anything from desiring same-
sex marriage and parenting to adopting a queer philosophy and challenging the need 
for binary, defined identities. In this sense, redefining normal can be understood as 
redefining what is normal for one’s own life rather than redefining the self against what 
is understood as normal. In fact, for each participant in the interviews, redefining 
normal involved some aspect of comparison with others who share a similar sexual 
orientation, but ultimately it involved redefining what normal means for themselves in 
the context of their own community and sense of place. In this respect, redefining 
normal is really about authenticating place as to be normal, even if you are different 
from those around you, ultimately ties into seeing how you can belong and be authentic 
in a place.  It could also be argued that normalcy is only in opposition to non-
heterosexuality in a world where heterosexuality is privileged. As Savin-Williams 
(2006) has suggested, while we typically discuss sexual minority youth in terms of 
resiliency or vulnerability, ultimately for those who are growing up within an 
emancipation narrative, normalcy may be a better term. If you perceive your sexuality 
as being as relevant as your eye colour, then stages of development are not 
characterised by anything out of the ordinary. This is not the definition of normalcy 
that was present within the interviews, but it does suggest that the contentiousness of 
the term normal may also be rooted in a fear of losing the positive parts that came from 
combating heteronormativity. What was redefining normal within this interview 
sample, may in the future or for some others in the present simply be normal all along.  
8.10 Conclusion 
The majority of the 126 questionnaire participants found the internet very supportive 
or absolutely essential and this chapter concludes that the specifics of why young non-
heterosexuals engage with the internet, how they use it, and what impact it has on 
their lives is largely based on the context of their offline lives, echoing ideas about 
embodied self and online activity (Baym, 2009).  If anything, these stories indicate that 
making generalizable pronouncements about how and why young people use the 
internet would greatly underestimate the multifaceted and nuanced factors that 
influence their usage.  
This chapter is highly qualitative and focuses on a very small sample. While that 
reveals a much more nuanced account of the interaction between place, identity and 
internet usage, it does mean that the results are limited in terms of generalisability. 
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While the general idea of redefining normal was present within each of the interviews 
to some extent, the argument has been made that Emma and Anthony found the 
internet so essential to authenticating place due to the extent of their offline limitations 
compared to some of the other participants. While this is sound within the data and 
corresponds with expected results from the literature, it is ultimately based on a small 
number of cases and so further research utilising case study or biographical approaches 
would be useful to examine the extent to which this is borne out among others. 
Additionally, Paula described the internet as ultimately being inadequate in the face of 
a perceived complete lack off offline support and mental health difficulties. Little is 
known about this gap between the internet being more essential if you have less 
support, but at the same time less useful if you have no support. It could be worth 
focusing future studies on those with an extreme lack of support or those who may be 
considered more vulnerable to understand what the process is and whether there are 
patterns which might indicate when the internet may move from being absolutely 
essential for authenticating place to simply not enough.  
While all the interview participants considered the internet to be important, not all 
used it as their primary method of authenticating place (Dodge and Kitchin, 2003). Both 
Anthony and Emma described the internet in a way which made it essential to their 
process of self-acceptance and identity development, giving them the ability to 
authenticate place in the absence of offline visibility and resources. Amy describes it as 
essential after she came out as bisexual but not as important before then due to the 
role of offline support. It formed a useful role for Mark, Finn, Thomas and Chloe who 
all found aspects supportive, however, the wider context of support and visibility which 
they found offline, largely made the internet a complementary aspect of support rather 
than one of their primary protective factors. Finally, Paula’s needs and the lack of 
support she finds offline, led the internet to be useful but overall insufficient for 
meeting her support needs.  
In his advice to educators and advocates, Stephen Tropiano writes the following about 
LGBTQ social media usage: 
“…social media serve[s] a dual purpose for space-deprived LGBTQ 
Millenials. The internet can be a haven from the isolation, loneliness and 
rejection by their family and/or peers that they may experience on a daily 
basis at home and/or in school. At the same time, an Ethernet or Wi-Fi 
connection can be a pathway toward the understanding, acceptance and 
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sense of community that young LGBTQ people seek as they discover, explore 
and negotiate their sexual identities. (Tropiano, 2014, p. 57) 
Evidence of the internet as a haven and the internet as a pathway varied among 
participants and depended largely on context. Additionally, I would argue that the 
internet can also offer the additional ability to authenticate place (Dodge and Kitchin, 
2003). The concept of the internet authenticating place, as used in this chapter, is not 
entirely new, after all it echoes the idea of queer realness and the role transformative 
narratives can play in reconfiguring a potential future or a liveable life (Cohler and 
Hammack, 2007; Cover, 2016; Downing, 2013; Gray, 2009b; Pullen, 2009). Paradis 
(2016) also identified the role shrunken space plays in particular internet usage while 
Hillier and Harrison (2007) observed how space deprived youth can practice their 
identity online as preparation for offline integration. However, by using a story based 
analysis, this chapter contributes to literature by adding an understanding of how and 
why authenticating place for non-heterosexuals may occur through the internet. The 
narrative feature of protective factors as well as the characterisation of places which 
each participant engaged in highlighted how it is not as simple as breaking youth into 
categories of need support versus do not need support or protective factors versus no 
protective factors. The stories here indicate that the perception of support is one which 
cannot be completely independently observed as what may appear to be a supportive 
family or an oppressive school may be interpreted as having much or little importance 
depending on the individual’s perception of it. As this chapter shows, the internet 
showed the greatest importance for authenticating place when it was identified as the 
primary protective factor, when it occurred to those who were space deprived in some 
way, and when there was a particularly strong need to redefine normalcy. It is also 
important to note that not all young people need the internet to authenticate place. I 
would argue that ideally, the internet should not be the primary protective factor for a 
young person, but it does provide an option which is not limited by geography and which 
previous generations did not have access to (Bond et al., 2009).  
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9 CONCLUSION 
This PhD study sought to understand how non-heterosexual youth in Ireland use the 
internet for support and how that relates to their sense of place. The study utilised a 
narrative based, phenomenological approach comprising of a qualitatively focused 
sequential design in which the first stage of data collection and analysis informed the 
second stage. The first stage comprised of a questionnaire with 126 responses and the 
second stage used in-depth follow up interviews based on an adapted form of the 
problem centred interview technique. The phenomenological approach taken stressed 
the importance of each participant’s perceptions and the meanings that they assign to 
their experiences. Within this chapter I am going to briefly highlight how each research 
question was addressed within the findings chapters while highlighting the original 
contributions made followed by a discussion of the key findings with a focus on the 
relevance to previous research. Finally, the chapter will conclude with a discussion of 
the limitations within the research and recommendations for future research.  
9.1 Research Questions and Original Contribution 
Chapter Six addressed the following research questions: 
1. How do non-heterosexual youth perceive their own self-identity and identity 
development? 
2. What support do non-heterosexual youth need? 
 
Chapter Six provided an original contribution which addresses how young non-
heterosexuals in Ireland view their sexual identity, mental health and support 
needs, while considering debates around minority stress and narratives of 
victimisation flagged by Bryan and Mayock (2016, 2012). It identified the 
heightened need for support among those who are in the process of identity 
formation and highlighted the additional difficulties experienced for those who 
have less binary orientations which do not easily correspond to recognised labels 
as they may struggle in finding a valid identity with which to achieve identity 
configuration (Hammack et al., 2009). The analysis challenged the 
characterization of an at-risk vulnerable narrative of non-heterosexual youth in 
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Ireland by emphasising the high level of resiliency shown and the ways in which 
many of the participants found great enrichment in their sexual identity.  
Chapter Seven addressed the following research questions: 
1. What value do non-heterosexual youth in Ireland place on their internet 
usage? 
2. How do non-heterosexual youth use the internet for support in Ireland? 
Chapter Seven presented an analysis of non-heterosexual internet usage and support 
which provided the first in-depth insight into non-heterosexual internet use in Ireland. 
It identified that non-heterosexual youth find particular value in narrative engagement 
which occurs through access to representations and stories. It also highlighted the 
value found in unique forms of informal learning around coming out, sexual health and 
connecting with a wider sense of imagined community (Pullen, 2007).  
Chapter Eight addressed the following research questions: 
1. How does the internet usage of non-heterosexual youth affect their sense of 
place? 
2. How does place influence the importance of internet usage for non-
heterosexual youth in Ireland? 
Chapter Eight explored context and the role of place in internet usage, providing an in-
depth look at how individuals negotiate online support within the backdrop of their own 
personal narrative. It identified the narrative feature of protective factors which 
individuals attribute significance to within their own narratives as well as the 
opportunity for the internet to aid in authenticating place offline by offering 
opportunities to redefine normal and thereby redefine potential for belonging. 
This study provides a useful original contribution to internet research about non-
heterosexual youth through the extension of concepts about the interactivity between 
place, offline lives and internet usage. It is also unique in that it introduces a 
phenomenological concept of place as being central when discussing the relationship 
between online and offline factors.  
9.2 Discussion 
The goal within this study has been to explore the role that the internet plays in 
supporting non-heterosexual youth aged 18-25 in Ireland. Part of the challenge within 
this research has been constructing a study which addresses the intersection of a 
number of fields, namely sexuality studies, psychology, communications and human 
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geography. This section will discuss the key findings in light of the reviewed literature 
from these fields 
9.2.1 Psychology and Sexuality Studies 
This study started out by examining what is really meant by sexuality or sexual 
identity labels and in the process outlined a social constructionist thesis of sexual 
identity development. The concept of sexuality has evolved to represent a personal 
identity that represents a truth about the self (Foucault, 1978; Savin-Williams, 2006; 
Weeks, 2009).  This introduces a narrative angle to studying sexuality as individuals 
engage with culture and language through sexual scripts or sexual stories in order to 
understand what is sexual and, ultimately, who they are within that construct of 
sexuality (Gagnon and Simon, 2005; Giddens, 2003; Plummer, 1995). The social 
constructionist perspective of sexuality is countered by an essentialist view which sees 
sexuality as being defined by differing biological states i.e. “I was born this way”, and 
this rhetoric can be observed in the LGBTQ community, often due to a  political 
necessity of asserting essentialism (Brookey, 2002; Epstein, 1998; Tygart, 2000).  
Additionally, discussing support inevitably involves understanding why support is 
needed and much of the key research on this topic has been based in psychology. The 
previous Irish-based research on this topic has utilised the minority stress model and 
largely taken an approach which has highlighted vulnerability and risk (Bryan and 
Mayock, 2016, 2012). Within the literature there has been contention between those 
who see minority stress and suicidality as being a key area in which sexual minority 
youth are at higher risk (Meyer, 2003; Russell, 2003) and those who see focusing on the 
dangers of minority stress and suicide as posing a danger in itself due to narratives of 
vulnerability (Cover, 2013; Savin-Williams and Ream, 2003). In taking more of a 
narrative approach, Cohler and Hammack (2007) have identified two types of 
narratives used by sexual minority youth, a “struggle and success” narrative which 
involves overcoming prejudice in a heterosexist world and an “emancipation” narrative 
in which a post-gay culture of fluidity results in little need to adopt an LGBT identity 
or overcome any struggle.  
There was not much evidence of an emancipation narrative with the findings of the 
present study, but it should be emphasised that this may be due to the self-selecting 
nature of the questionnaire, as a person who sees their sexuality as being largely 
insignificant to their life may not be interested in a study which is framed as being 
about non-heterosexual internet usage and support. While measuring suicidality or 
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mental health was also not part of the scope of the present study, the literature did 
influence a framing of questions around support in a way which would not presume 
risk or vulnerability. The findings revealed a complexity in how young people view their 
own sexual identity, which provides empirical recognition of Cover’s (2016) point that 
a queer young person can be both resilient and vulnerable as opposed to a dichotomy 
between the two.  
The concept of enrichment and its level of significance in the study is one which resulted 
from a deliberate focus on allowing room for narratives of resilience and positivity, 
particularly as a response to critiques regarding an over focus on vulnerability and at-
riskness. In many ways, the subtheme of personal enrichment is deeply tied in with the 
idea of achieving identity synthesis or authenticity which is found within psychological 
sexual identity development models (Cass, 1979; Eliason and Schope, 2007; Troiden, 
1989) It can also be understood within essentialist framings that see one’s sexuality as 
a fundamental part of the self and self-identity (Brookey, 2002; D’Emilio, 1998; 
Foucault, 1978), as the implication was that by discovering the self, personal 
enrichment occurred. Life enrichment focused on the ways in which life experiences 
had been positively impacted by sexual identity which draws upon a wider sense of an 
imagined community (Pullen, 2007). This analysis challenged the characterization of 
an at-risk vulnerable narrative of non-heterosexual youth in Ireland by emphasising 
the high level of resiliency shown and the ways in which many of the participants found 
great enrichment in their sexual identity.  
Additionally, a significant finding within the theme of stigma is that for some people 
the major struggle is to understand what they are in terms of a label, and this struggle 
can be heightened for those who fall outside of a heterosexual/homosexual binary. I 
created the term valid identities to refer to the need to achieve identity configuration 
(Hammack et al., 2009) which is complicated if there exists no visible similar identities 
with which to compare oneself (Eliason and Schope, 2007; Hammack and Cohler, 
2009a). This finding really links back to the idea of an inter-reliant relationship 
between identity and culture (Cohler and Hammack, 2007) as well as the ways in which 
language and stories of sexuality offer a method of comparison to those who are 
exploring their own sexual identity (Gray, 2009a; Pullen, 2009; Weeks, 2009). It could 
be argued that this ultimately links back to a wider struggle between a social 
constructionist perspective which allows for a choosing of labels among a set of 
identities which are largely defined by culture along with an essentialist perspective 
which requires uncovering the truth of the self. These perspectives may be 
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contradictory, yet also coexisting in the ways in which some non-heterosexual youth 
are perceiving themselves.   
For those who needed support, the most common reason was difficulties during initial 
stages of realisation and self-acceptance. When considered in the wider context of 
Ireland being a country that voted in marriage equality, issues brought up around 
realisation and self-acceptance raise the question of whether gay and lesbian sexuality 
may be experienced differently than less well understood minority sexual identities. 
There was some evidence of a division between those who quickly understood their 
sexuality and had a sense of how their identity could be lived out, in comparison to 
those who struggled to understand what they are and how they could fit into Irish 
society, potentially leading to a struggle with perceiving an unliveable life (Cover, 
2016). This was particularly vivid within the interviews as Paula specifically described 
the difficulties of being neither homosexual nor heterosexual and Amy described how 
coming out as bisexual was much more confusing than when she had come out as 
lesbian. This was not a clear-cut division as there were those who were gay or lesbian 
and yet struggled with seeing what their life could be, such as Anthony and Emma, and 
overall these conclusions are admittedly drawn from a small sample size. However, 
both Savin-Williams (1998) and Cover (2016) have pointed to the prevalence of gay and 
lesbian media and cultural representation as a factor which may cause less difficulties 
with accepting one’s sexual identity, and it is worth examining how far that effect 
extends. The findings here suggest that seeing gay identity as acceptable or valid does 
not necessarily make life easier for someone who sees themselves as neither straight 
nor gay. 
Another key finding which has relevance in this subject area is the idea of protective 
factors. The concept of protective factors is used within psychology research about 
sexual minority youth as a way to discuss resiliency in the face of risk (Eisenberg and 
Resnick, 2006; Mustanski et al., 2011a; Russell, 2003). However, each interview 
participant attributed resiliency to specific factors which indicated that they utilised 
the concept of protective factors as a narrative feature in the retelling of their own 
identity story, much in the same way that the coming out story (Plummer, 1995) is a 
narrative feature when an individual constructs their own identity narrative (Giddens, 
2003; Hammack and Cohler, 2009a). This provides another understanding of protective 
factors as there were points during analysis where what I, as a researcher, identified 
as a protective factor in an individual’s story was not what they spoke of as being 
significant. While an analysis that independently identifies and categorises by 
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protective factors is useful, it could also be useful to take a phenomenological approach 
in exploring perceived protective factors and to see what impact this has on studies 
exploring experiences of support, mental health or identity work.  
9.2.2 Communications and Internet Studies 
A major strand of focus within this study has been the role of communications 
technology throughout support, community and identity work. The internet provides a 
unique intersection between mental health, identity development and human 
geography due to the opportunity to access narratives outside of limitations of place. 
Communications technologies and sexual storytelling have together enabled the 
creation of an LGBT community with both a collective and individual sense of narrative 
(Meeker, 2006; Plummer, 1995; Pullen, 2009). The uses of the internet which were 
identified with this chapter are largely what would be expected according to the 
literature with motivations for use including specific types of informal learning such as 
to find coming out stories (Alexander and Losh, 2010; Gray, 2009b), to gain information 
on sexual health (Mitchell et al., 2014; Rose and Friedman, 2013) and to engage with a 
wider sense of imagined community (Paradis, 2016; Pullen, 2009). Additionally, 73% of 
participants described the internet as being either absolutely essential or very 
supportive and the most popular site mentioned was Tumblr, which is not typical 
within Ireland and aligns with the perception of Tumblr being a counter-public space 
(Renninger, 2015). 
Using a phenomenological approach meant that the analysis of internet use was not 
based on frequency, but rather stressed perceived importance. Accordingly, when types 
of usage were ranked, by far the most substantial value was found in usage which 
involve accessing narratives of others. This is significant as usage which characterised 
practicing identity (Hillier and Harrison, 2007) or experiential learning (Fox and 
Ralston, 2016) online was mentioned at points, but overall they were not particularly 
salient from the participants’ perspectives. Narrative uses of the internet, such as 
viewing tv and video content or finding coming out stories fulfil a need for accessing 
sexual storytelling (Pullen, 2009) and also provide a method of identity comparison 
(Eliason and Schope, 2007), and it appears that this type of usage is what the majority 
of participants found the most valuable. Inversely, traditional, geographical based 
categories of usage such as finding people for sex or finding details of support services 
were rated as largely unimportant. One concept which did come up repeatedly is the 
idea of a people like me narrative, or the need to find representations in which to see 
the self. People like me can go beyond a simple label such as gay and extend into very 
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specific types of representation which address other significant identity characteristics 
such as masculinity/femininity or location, or as one participant described, seeking 
representations of lesbians with diabetes. This type of narrative engagement is similar 
to that which Wuest (2014) identified in YouTube videos, and I would agree with his 
assertion that engaging in shared narratives of representation helps young people to 
develop resiliency and resist negativity. It is also worth asking what drives this type of 
narrative engagement. One factor may be that it represents a wider move towards 
networked individualism and the ability to follow a very personalised and individual 
path in developing self-identity and connections with others (Rainie and Wellman, 
2012; Wellman, 2002). Another possibility may be that, just like in the previous section, 
the relative familiarity of sexual storytelling and coming out around being gay and 
lesbian (Plummer, 1995; Pullen, 2009; Weeks, 1998) has opened the door to much more 
variety and nuance in the types of stories and experiences being shared. The 
combination of this sexual storytelling and networked individualism may allow for 
highly personalised and self-directed identity work to occur, which offers the next 
generation increased opportunities and life possibilities encountered at a younger age 
than ever before.  
9.2.3 Human geography  
Another key feature within this study was taking a more nuanced approach to place. 
Taking a phenomenological view of place is one which really explores what it means to 
feel like you belong or to feel like a place belongs to you (Relph, 1976; Tuan, 1997), 
something which is much more personal than a more generalised yet measurable 
category such as rural vs urban. Additionally, spaces and places are defined socially 
and relationally (Massey, 1994) which means that how someone sees themselves with 
others is linked into how they see a place. This was particularly evident within the 
interviews when participants were asked about places in which they felt safe or unsafe 
and answers varied from broader places like ‘the internet’, ‘at home’ or ‘everywhere’ to 
specific relationships such as with friends or with family. A central hypothesis within 
the research approach was that internet use can never be fully understood separate 
from offline realities, a concept that is perfectly outlined within this Nancy Baym quote. 
Even behaviours that only appear online are put there by embodied people 
acting in geographic locations embedded in face-to-face social relationships 
and multimedia environments that shape the meaning and consequences of 
those online practices. (Baym, 2009, p. 721) 
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While the first two findings chapters indicate this relationship more loosely, for 
example, highlighting the value of finding sexual health information online because of 
limitations in sex education in school, the third findings chapter explored this in much 
greater detail by evaluating internet use within a participant defined biography. The 
idea of shrunken spaces (Paradis, 2016) or being space deprived (Hillier and Harrison, 
2007) has been used to explain why the internet may become useful to non-heterosexual 
youth. There was certainly an element of that present within this study as some 
participants specifically spoke of having no offline representations, information or 
support and this drove them towards online use, such as Anthony or Emma. However, 
for others the internet was not necessarily an alternative to a hostile offline world, but 
just a slightly safer and easier way to begin an identity journey, such as Chloe’s use of 
the internet to explore identity even though she had no concerns about acceptance in 
her immediate physical social world. The variety of motivations and their interplay 
with offline factors highlights that non-heterosexual internet use can never be 
understood as a simple cause and effect situation, but rather that the same act, such 
as viewing a coming out video, will have varying levels of importance and significance 
depending on wider life context. 
While others have addressed the role the internet can play in allowing room to practice 
or rehearse a new identity (Hillier and Harrison, 2007; McInroy and Craig, 2017), the 
analysis presented within this study has focused more on the next step, or how what is 
encountered online can be used to redefine the self, particularly offline. This process is 
understood through the concept of narrative engagement used to authenticate place 
which results from linking Dodge and Kitchin’s concept of authenticating place, or 
finding a way to feel belonging so that you can be authentic in a place, with Gray’s 
descriptions of queer youth interacting with queer realness which they incorporate into 
their home and locality. By addressing this intersection of online engagement and 
learning with offline belonging, the present study addressed Downing’s call for future 
research to examine a bi-directional relationship between online support and offline 
realities and it specifically outlined a process of, “how non-heterosexual young people 
construct positive identities and new socio-sexual trajectories from this virtual support” 
(Downing, 2013, p. 55). While they are limited in number and only represent a specific 
sample, the interviews provided an in-depth account of how this process can occur and 
what factors may influence how much the internet is used or needed to authenticate 
place.  
Chapter 9: Conclusion 
 
198 
 
9.2.4 Conclusion 
My central thesis within this study is that the internet does not provide a one size fits 
all role but that its role is hugely individual and interacts with the presence or absence 
of perceived protective factors as well as the opportunities to utilise narrative 
engagement through visibility and support offline. The first findings chapter provided 
an understanding of support and identity from participants’ perspectives, the second 
findings chapter outlined some of the specific ways in which internet use was valued by 
participants and addressed instances where this was directly tied to offline realities. 
The final findings chapter looked at how internet use was contextualised within the 
lives of 7 interview participants and it examined how and why the internet was used 
for authenticating place.  
The title for this research is “Changing Spaces: Exploring the role of the internet in 
supporting non-heterosexual youth aged 18-25 in Ireland” and I would like to end by 
addressing the idea of changing spaces. Firstly, changing spaces addresses the 
changing role of space for non-heterosexual youth. Acts such as observing the life of 
others, finding information about sexual health or feeling part of a non-heterosexual 
community are all available online and this represents a massive change in the 
opportunities that were available in the past. In his study of the gay and lesbian 
community between 1940 and 1970, Meeker (2006) describes communication 
technology as a central thread in queer history as it allowed social groups and 
community to develop. In the last 20 years we have seen a drastic change in 
communication technology that has had a transformative effect on self-identity, 
narrative engagement opportunities and community. It is a reasonable suggestion that 
the internet, along with a progressive human rights movement, will be the central 
thread when assessing the non-heterosexuality and queer history of the present era. 
The evidence would suggest that one of the biggest changes this will highlight is spatial. 
It could be argued that changes such as the closures of gay bars or even the 
commercialisation of LGBT Pride reflect a changing social landscape in which gay and 
lesbian acceptance is largely becoming more normalised in physical public spaces. 
Simultaneously, there are those who do not see this acceptance in public or private, as 
well as those who feel their specific identity is still not understood by either the 
mainstream or the LGBT community. For these people it is likely that their 
engagement into narratives of possibility and various forms of informal learning will 
start with the internet, which introduces a major change for where this identity and 
acceptance work would have taken place even 25 years ago. There is an irony too in the 
fact that a more public acceptance may work in conjunction with a more private self-
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acceptance, although this could be reflective of an overall move to a more individualised 
and networked society (Wellman, 2002).  
A second aspect of changing spaces is reflected in the idea that the ability to access 
places of belonging and opportunities for narrative engagement online may ultimately 
lead to a greater capacity for young people to change the spaces in which they belong 
through changing their understanding of what life can look like in the places that 
matter to them. This is an idea echoed in the work of Gray (2009a, 2010) and her 
concept of applying queer realness. However, while Gray puts a greater emphasis on 
the structural realities of rural life, my intention within this study has been to assess 
what young people perceive as their own life and surroundings. While that is of course, 
situated in a larger sociocultural reality, I found that the participants had a tendency 
to speak much more relationally about space, drawing on relationships with friends, 
family and others to construct their sense of belonging in a place. When redefining 
normal, some participants were able to draw from these relationships, for example, 
describing how support of friends helped them realise things would be okay, while 
others determined a more negative reality from the relationships around them and this 
led to a struggle concerning being authentic or belonging. It is in these situations where 
accessing narrative possibilities online has the potential to help a young person 
understand and even plot a journey towards authenticity as they encounter tools which 
allow them to challenge and reconstruct social possibilities (Pullen, 2009, p. 167) for 
themselves and their lives. 
9.3 Limitations 
This study utilised a qualitatively focused sequential design with a strong 
phenomenological framing. This methodology allowed for a much deeper analysis of 
internet usage which put a strong focus on individual perceptions of support, place and 
identity, particularly the use of a case study style, biographical approach within the 
interviews. Qualitative research designs often face sampling issues due to the 
limitations of how many cases can be observed and the selectivity found in purposive 
sampling (Patton, 1999). This study contains those same limitations as a representative 
sample was not used and the sample size is not large, particularly for the interviews. I 
have drawn conclusions about authenticating place, partly through questionnaire data, 
but primarily from the interviews. This is justifiable when considering the scope of the 
PhD and the additional data and analysis obtained from the questionnaire. However, 
it does mean that there is the potential for questions around validity to hold greater 
weight than if more interviews had been conducted. Ultimately, this is a largely 
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qualitative study and the findings are not suitable for generalisation, but rather the 
conclusions reached may act as a pointer for future research to further validate and 
explore.  
While this research has incorporated some quantitative elements, such as the ranking 
of internet uses according to importance, it is ultimately largely qualitative and 
qualitatively focused. As such, it does sacrifice the ability to draw larger inferences, for 
example, through comparing participants and their internet usage across various 
characteristics. While this would undercover useful insights, ultimately it did not fit in 
with the motivation to uncover the meaning participants ascribed to their own usage 
based on their own perception of their selves and communities.  
This study used a self-selected sample and it is possible that the type of people who 
chose to participate are those who were particularly motivated in a certain way, for 
instance those who found great support from the internet. This study has chosen to 
focus on the phenomenon of those who found support online and there were very few 
participants who had a different experience. However, this does not necessarily mean 
that most non-heterosexual youth find the internet important for support and while the 
findings provide useful insight into how non-heterosexual youth use the internet in 
Ireland, they cannot assess the frequency or importance of this use in quantitative 
terms. Additionally, while there is evidence in the literature to suggest that sexual 
minority youth do find greater use in the internet than their heterosexual peers 
(GLSEN et al., 2013; Mitchell et al., 2014), this study cannot draw conclusions about 
whether this is the case in Ireland as it is not a comparative study.  
9.4 Recommendations 
It would be useful for future research to provide a comparative Irish based study which 
uses a representative sample of young people of all orientations while addressing 
information seeking practices online, particularly in the area of sexual health 
information. This would provide useful insight into heterosexual internet practices 
which has its own youth work implications, but it would also allow for comparisons to 
be made between heterosexual and non-heterosexual internet usage.  
This study has not assessed key characteristics such as socioeconomic status, ethnicity 
or education level, and while this was in favour of utilising a more phenomenological 
analysis, it would be highly useful and significant for future research to assess internet 
usage and importance in a more generalisable and quantifiable way.  
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In addition, while this study did not offer conclusions about whether there is a rising 
post-gay sentiment in Ireland, it did highlight the complex and sometimes 
contradictory ways in which young non-heterosexuals in Ireland construct and perform 
their identity. As highlighted in the more nuanced accounts of identity offered by the 
four females who participated in the interviews, simple identity labels options such as 
those typically used in survey research may not offer a real opportunity to understand 
how young people see themselves or how self-identity may change over time. It would 
be useful for future research to thoroughly explore the trends of sexual minority 
identity in Ireland as a comprehensive understanding of the topic would inform further 
Irish based research and offer new insight in assessing claims about identity changes 
such as those posited by Savin-Williams (2006).  
Throughout this research there was evidence of the ways in which those who identify 
outside of a homosexual vs heterosexual norm had extra difficulty in accepting 
themselves and finding others like them. This was evident from questionnaire 
participants who described not knowing who they were or feeling like they did not see 
representation of themselves which offered an authentic identity. It was particularly 
salient when Amy described how she no longer felt as comfortable or welcome in the 
support service she attended when she came out as bisexual, having previously been 
known as lesbian. As the internet provides more options and understanding of 
identities beyond gay and lesbian, or beyond LGBT, there is a greater need for research 
which specifically addresses the needs of those who identify outside a heterosexual vs. 
homosexual binary. It is necessary for those who work with or support young people to 
ensure that they are aware of the variety of identity narratives available and that the 
resources are in place to offer support which is inclusive of all orientations and 
identities, an objective which requires more focused research. Additionally, it would be 
useful for further research to examine whether the support needs of sexual minority 
youth in Ireland are changing in a way which might mean that those who are seeing 
higher levels of societal support and media representation may require less support 
than those who are experiencing the opposite, and this may mean a shifting focus from 
the lesbian and gay community specifically towards more underrepresented parts of 
the LGBTQ+ community.   
As well as research recommendations, there are also practical possibilities for how the 
findings in this research could be applied. One such application is the potential to 
collect Irish based narratives from non-heterosexuals in Ireland and make them 
accessible online. While it is not customary to present new material in the conclusion, 
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two of the participants did talk about the possibilities in providing Irish based content. 
Although it was not relevant to present within the findings, I am including their 
comments here as it is relevant to this discussion of practical recommendations. 
Interviewer: And I'm guessing too that a lot of the content, like the videos 
and things like that would have been from places other than Ireland, would 
that be right? 
Emma: Absolutely yeah. Mostly the states, maybe England… It's very 
unusual I think to see stuff coming out of Ireland. And I know that people 
are out there making stuff but it kind of doesn't seem to get on the internet. 
And I think maybe if there were a couple who make good youtube videos 
who happen to be from Ireland and happen to be gay that would be helpful 
because you recognise places they were. Like sometimes with the States it 
can feel very far away and like a magical land where everything's fine when 
here isn't. But I certainly, I know now that there are people from Ireland, 
but I didn't back then when I first started watching stuff. 
Chloe also made the following observation in response to the same question: 
Chloe: … watching people in videos in like San Francisco and things, I’m 
like ‘it’s grand there’ you know. It’s not like they’re walking around [her 
town]….I think if there had been people talking about their lives, or people 
writing news articles, you know, blogs and things I think I would have read 
them, watched them, and felt like they were legit because they were backed 
up, because it was official. 
The idea of a ‘people like me’ narrative emerged repeatedly throughout this research. 
While official online resources such as information about coming out, identity 
acceptance or sexual health are important to provide, youth work organisations should 
consider the potential of providing a website or video series which would present stories 
from non-heterosexuals at different stages in life and living in various parts of the 
country. A resource such as this would seek to provide an Irish based, positive 
representation of non-heterosexuality which offers a people like me narrative. While 
the It Gets Better campaign functions in a similar way, it has been criticised for 
adopting a view of resiliency and hopefulness which is based on escaping from school 
and adolescent social environments though adulthood as well as showing futures which 
are decidedly privileged and limited in their diversity of experience (Cover, 2013). 
Rather than replicating a campaign like It Gets Better, I would like to see a collection 
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of Irish based life stories told from various perspectives and different stages of life. 
These stories would be media representations of real lives which offer non-heterosexual 
youth the opportunity to both access and potentially see themselves in the narrative 
possibilities offered, essentially helping young people to define their own normal rather 
than showing them what is normative. 
This research also has practical implications for those who work with young people, 
both in LGBT settings and otherwise. I would echo the encouragement that Paradis 
(2016) issues to educators and youth workers, which is to feel comfortable in directing 
non-heterosexual youth towards the internet and to ensure that young people have 
access to online resources in places like schools or libraries without encountering 
restrictions due to content filters. Additionally, it may be useful for those who work 
with young people to create their own collection of online resources, such as Tumblr 
pages, coming out videos or other forms of narrative work, which they can then offer as 
a starting point to those who may be in the early stages of their identity development.  
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APPENDIX A: CODING SCHEME AND SAMPLE 
 
Coding Scheme for Questionnaire only – Chapter 6 
Subtheme Code Definition 
Enrichment 
A sense of overall improvement or enhancement which is attributed to sexual 
orientation or identity 
Personal 
Enrichment  
Enrichment which describes a sense of 
personal growth or satisfaction in the self 
 Strength Stronger person for going through it 
 Self-Improvement Made a better person or led to growth as a person 
 Happiness Being happier than before 
 Confidence Made a more confident person 
 Open-mindedness More open minded towards others 
 Comfort More comfortable in self and/or around others 
 Acceptance Accepting of sexual identity  
Life 
Enrichment  
Enrichment which describes improvement 
or enhancement of life experiences 
 Friends and Community 
Making new friends or becoming part of a 
new community 
 Diversity Exposure to diverse people and worldviews 
 Gender Diversity Exposure to diverse gender norms and understandings of gender 
 Partner Met current partner 
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 Experience Exposure to new experiences  
Stigma 
Personal and societal difficulties resulting from living in a heteronormative society 
Internalised 
Stigma  
Difficulties involving self-acceptance or 
mental health 
 Social Discomfort A sense of feeling uncomfortable in the self when around others 
 Isolation Feeling isolated/alone 
 Lack of confidence Lack of confidence in behaviour in certain situations 
 Internal Shame Feeling ashamed of the self 
 Lack of self-acceptance Unable to accept the self or self-identity 
 Mental Health Descriptions of mental health problems or symptoms 
Externalised 
Stigma  
Difficulties which are attributed to the 
actions or attitudes of others 
 Experiences of Prejudice  
Experiences of homophobia or similar (e.g. 
biphobia) from others 
 Judgement Feeling that others are judgemental or unaccepting 
 Non-binary Stigma 
Sense of unacceptance towards non-
hetero/homosexuals within straight/LGBT 
communities 
 Bullying Experiences of bullying 
 Societal Shame A sense of unacceptance or shaming attitudes attributed towards society itself 
 Relationship Difficulties Friends or family behaving differently 
 Physically Unsafe Fear of attack or being in physical danger from others 
 Family Struggles Experiences of unacceptance or difficulty specifically from family 
 Rights Lack of legal recognition  
 
 
Coding Scheme for Questionnaire and Interview data – Chapter 7 
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Theme Code Definition 
Characterisation 
of Space  
Description of a space which 
characterises it as having specific 
attributes. 
 Online Space 
Online space characterised a 
particular way e.g. Tumblr is 
diverse 
 Offline Space 
Offline space characterised a 
particular way e.g. Home feels 
unsafe 
Motivation for 
internet use  
Motivations / perceived value that 
participants use to describe their 
internet usage 
 Self-acceptance To aid in accepting the self as in personal enrichment 
 Confusion over sexuality 
Unclear over labelling or what 
sexual identity fits 
 Redefining normal 
Using role models or narrative 
engagement to change perception of 
what is normal 
 ‘People like me’ 
Using role models or narrative 
engagement to find relatable 
representations 
 Communicating with others 
To talk to others who are 
similar/relatable 
 Coming out preparation Preparing for coming out through learning from others 
 Lack of offline understanding/visibility 
Usage is attributed to a lack of 
offline resources e.g. Because I had 
no gay friends 
 Reassurance 
To feel like things will be okay / to 
see that things have been okay for 
other people 
 Community Engagement 
To feel part of a sexual minority 
community e.g. LGBT and/or to 
learn about what defines the culture 
of the community 
 Sexual Health Information 
To access information around sexual 
health 
 Dating To meet others for dating purposes 
Informal 
Learning  
Instances of the internet fulfilling a 
social, traditional or experiential 
Chapter 11: Appendices 
 
223 
 
form of learning as according to Fox 
and Ralston (2016) 
Narrative 
Engagement  
Instances of framing one’s own 
narrative against that of another 
person 
 
Sample of coding for biographical case description from interview data – 
Chapter 8 
Interview Excerpt Biographical narrative notes 
Participant: I have a close enough 
relationship with my mam so and she’s 
pretty open minded when it comes to me 
myself being gay. I think she always knew 
to be honest. And with regards to my 
extended family, my grandparents, aunts, 
uncles, they all are fine with it as well, fine 
with it. They seem grand anyway. 
 
Interviewer: So overall you’ve had a pretty 
positive experience? 
 
Participant: I have had a positive experience 
with family but as I say, kind of negative 
with school, secondary school. So I kind of 
have seen both sides of it really. So luckily, 
I’ve been positive with family.  
  
 
Mother open minded, close 
relationship 
 
Extended family fine with it 
 
 
 
 
Family – positive, Secondary school 
– negative 
 
Seen both sides – values positivity 
from family 
 
Chapter 11: Appendices 
 
224 
 
APPENDIX B: QUESTIONNAIRE 
 
Chapter 11: Appendices 
 
225 
 
Chapter 11: Appendices 
 
226 
 
Chapter 11: Appendices 
 
227 
 
Chapter 11: Appendices 
 
228 
 
Chapter 11: Appendices 
 
229 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 11: Appendices 
 
230 
 
APPENDIX C: PLAIN LANGUAGE STATEMENT FOR 
INTERVIEWS 
The research project 
The title for this research project is Changing Spaces: Exploring the role that the 
internet plays in supporting mental health among non-heterosexual youth aged 18 - 25 
in Ireland. Participants will be asked about their own personal perceptions and 
experiences of their internet usage and sexual orientation. 
The project is funded by the Irish Research Council. The research will be carried out by 
Kirsty Park, a PhD student in the School of Communications in DCU. You can contact 
Kirsty at kirsty.park3@mail.dcu.ie. 
If any participants are interested in viewing the results of the research after they have 
been analysed they are asked to inform the researcher. 
Expected involvement from participants 
Participants completing stage two of this study will take part in a one-on-one interview 
in order to follow up on their questionnaire answers from stage one. The participant 
will be asked questions about their sexual orientation. The interviews will be audio 
recorded in order to aid transcription and should last no longer than one hour. 
Risk to participants 
There is a minor risk of distress if participants find answering any of the questions 
upsetting. Participants may take breaks during the interview and they are asked to 
refuse to answer any questions they do not feel comfortable with. The researcher will 
also counteract any distress by changing the nature of the questions and the 
conversation if any discomfort is recognized or highlighted by the participant. 
There will also be a list with nationwide LGBT support services and resources given to 
the participant at the end of the interview, in the event that they would like further 
support. 
Benefits to the participant 
It is expected that findings from this study will be used to improve online mental health 
supports for lesbian, gay, bisexual and non-heterosexual youth which could potentially 
indirectly benefit participants. 
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Confidentiality 
Participation in this study is fully anonymous and confidential. Transcripts will be 
cleaned of all names and identifying information and fake names will be used if quotes 
are taken from the transcripts. Confidentiality of information provided is subject to 
legal limitations. 
Data Protection 
Audio recordings of the interviews will be deleted after a period of 5 years from the date 
of recording. Audio recordings and transcripts will be securely kept and accessed only 
by the principal researcher. The transcripts, which will be clear of any identifiable 
personal information, may be kept only for the purpose of future research projects. 
Right to withdraw 
Participation in this study is completely voluntary and participants are free to 
withdraw from the study at any time. 
If participants have concerns about this study and wish to contact an 
independent person, please contact: The Secretary, Dublin City University Research 
Ethics Committee, c/o Research and Innovation Support, Dublin City University, 
Dublin 9.  Tel 01-7008000 
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APPENDIX D: INFORMED CONSENT FOR INTERVIEWS 
Participant Informed Consent Form 
The research project 
The title for this research project is Changing Spaces: Exploring the role that the 
internet plays in supporting mental health among Lesbian, Gay and Bisexual (LGB) 
and non-heterosexual youth aged 18 - 25 in Ireland. 
The project is funded by the Irish Research Council. The research will be carried out by 
Kirsty Park, a PhD student in the School of Communications in DCU. You can contact 
Kirsty at kirsty.park3@mail.dcu.ie. 
Expectations of participations  
Participants in this research are asked to participate in a face-to-face interview which 
will be audio recorded by the researcher.  
Participant – please complete the following (Circle Yes or No for each question) 
Have you read or had read to you the Plain Language Statement       Yes/No 
Do you understand the information provided?        Yes/No 
Have you had an opportunity to ask questions and discuss this study?      Yes/No 
Have you received satisfactory answers to all your questions?      Yes/No 
Do you agree to have your interview audio taped?       Yes/No 
Participation in this study is completely voluntary and participants are free to 
withdraw from the study at any time.  
Confidentiality 
Participation in this study is fully anonymous and confidential. Transcripts will be 
cleaned of all names and identifying information and fake names will be used if quotes 
are taken from the transcripts.  
Data Protection 
Audio recordings of the interviews will be deleted after a period of 5 years from the date 
of recording. Audio recordings and transcripts will be securely kept and accessed only 
by the principal researcher. The transcripts, which will be clear of any identifiable 
personal information, may be kept only for the purpose of future research projects.  
Signature 
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I have read and understood the information in this form. My questions and concerns 
have been answered by the researchers, and I have a copy of this consent form. 
Therefore, I consent to take part in this research project. 
 
Participant’s signature ______________________ 
Name in block capitals _______________________ 
Date  _______________ 
 
 
